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 Introduction

 Areté has never published an editorial outlining its principles. This is not because we are unprincipled. It is because we are open. Patrick Marber, Armando Iannucci and Chris Morris were once asked how they selected the targets for their satirical show, The Day Today. Answer: anyone we don’t like. The editorial policy of Areté is equally simple: we publish anything we like. The result is a magazine catholic in its taste. 


This Areté Retrospective is a 500 pp advert. Long enough to dismay journeyman reviewers with deadlines to meet. Feel free to sample this sample, guys. There’s plenty to choose from.


The very best of Areté would include material which has since appeared elsewhere. For example, we published a chapter of Ian McEwan’s Solar. When you are offered a chapter like this, you know you have actually been given about £5000 – whatever the New Yorker, or in this case The Sunday Times Magazine, might have paid. Areté would not have survived for twelve years without the help of equally generous friends – Harold Pinter, Patrick Marber, Tom Stoppard, William Boyd, Julian Barnes, Martin Amis, David Hare, Wendy Cope, Christopher Reid, David Lodge. When Areté began, I envisaged publishing 30 issues. We have reached 39. This Retrospective is effectively Issue 40. We intend to go on. 


The purpose of any literary magazine is the correction of taste, the creation of mischief and entertainment – and the discovery of new writers. We printed the whole of Adam Foulds’s long poem The Broken Word. Adam Thirlwell was first published in Areté. An excerpt from Julie Maxwell’s novel You Can Live Forever was first printed here. Hannah Sullivan’s ‘You, Very Young in New York’ is a landmark poem. Matt Charman has gone on to have two plays staged at the National Theatre. Ben Rice, Sophie Woolley, Michael Leslie, Peter Morris, Matthew Ira Swaye, Moses Raine, Nina Raine. And we have discovered some great reviewers: James Womack, Graeme Richardson, Alexander Nurnberg, Oliver Nurnberg, Claire Lowdon (whose first novel will be published soon). Our first book, A Scattering by Christopher Reid, initially appeared in the pages of the magazine, section by section, and went on to win the Costa Prize in 2009.


The great advantage Areté has over its competitors is space. We are unafraid of long pieces. We print whole plays, complete films. Our literary criticism is backed up by quotation, not merely opinionated. We published an interview with the great Robert Craft that ran to 74 pages.


All my editorial assistants – Jeremy Noel-Tod, Adam Thirlwell and Claire Lowdon – have been fun to work with, tolerant of my quirks and quick to laugh. We are immensely grateful to Richard van den Dool who designs Areté, surely one of the most beautiful magazines ever. Mark Alexander drew the Areté feather with all his formidable skill. Desmond Clarke has been indefatigable and indispensable. Keiren Phelan was a wise counsellor. Matthew Huntley then Crispin Drummond put in sterling work. We owe thanks to Martin Krasney and the Jenifer Altman Foundation, the Ronald Duncan Foundation, Old Possum’s Practical Trust, and the Arts Council. Without New College, Oxford, none of this would have happened.


— C. R.






 Tom Stoppard
‘On Dover Beach’: a Duologue for Radio

  

HIMSELF

Perhaps if I were to say the poem... would that be the best way to begin? I'll begin then.

‘Dover Beach’

‘The sea is calm tonight.

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the straits; – on the French coast the light

Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand

Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

Come to the window, sweet is the night air!

Only –’

MATT [overlap]

– and, Lord, how sweet it was!, in my twenty-ninth year, a published
author and newly married, a poet and a husband in the first flush – ‘Ah,
love, let us be true To one another!’ Her father, the judge, made us wait
– I would stand in Eaton Place watching the light in her window, urgent
for her – but in June we were married, my darling Flu, my Frances Lucy
Arnold at long last. We went to Dover, not for our wedding night,
nor for our honeymoon, which we took later, in September, travelling
– France, Switzerland, Italy – and by then we were familiars, Mr and
Mrs Matthew Arnold and only slightly astonished; but in Dover, in our
little bedroom looking on the bay, shyness and fear cancelled like a leaf
torn from a calendar and the key to the long-forbidden gate kissed into
my keeping, oh! the world was made new to the senses, and beautiful.


HIMSELF

‘Only, …’


MATT

Only? Ah, yes: only.


[f/x surf]


HIMSELF

‘Only, from the long line of spray

Where the sea meets the moon-blanch’d land,

Listen! [overlap] you hear the grating roar – ’


[f/x surf]


MATT [overlap]

Oh, yes, [in sync] the ‘grating roar’ of the tide on the shingles. I hear it.


HIMSELF

The poem turns like the tide on that ‘eternal note of sadness’. There is indeed no suggestion of happiness in that room where the poet stands by the window; quite the opposite: absolute despair.


MATT

You call my poem to bear witness against me?


HIMSELF

We must try to ‘see things as they are’.


MATT

And my prose, too! Then see the thing as it was. At Dover, with the moon shining on the bay, the poet hears

[f/x]

the small lapping and splashing from the washstand where his wife is making her toilet before retiring, and if he were to turn towards her – he knows this – the beauty of it would be like a blow. The sight alone of unfamiliar small-clothes on the towel-horse ravels up the biology of his being. But he doesn’t turn. Far off ...

[f/x]


 ... the surf is dragging on the shingle beach. The poet thinks of Sophocles long ago hearing that sound on the Aegean Sea and finding in it the ebb and flow of human misery: but for the poet himself, it is, rather, the sound, the melancholy, long, withdrawing roar – there is a poem in this! – of the Sea of Faith withdrawing from the world. Happy days!


HIMSELF

Withdrawing from the world which ‘hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, nor certitude, nor peace, nor – !’


MATT

You find a contradiction? Heaven forbid that a husband’s delighting in his new-found land can’t bear a small contradiction like the world going down the drain.


HIMSELF

A drain would have been the better metaphor, but the contradiction I find is in the fact that you wrote the ending first, the peroration,‘Ah, love, let us be true To one another! –’
Where, then, did it come from, that apocalyptic despair?


MATT

Must it come from somewhere? Perhaps it was rhetorical despair ...


HIMSELF 

Are we going to be disingenuous? 


MATT

... probably brought on by an unhealthy self-absorption I took with me to Dover like a touch of food-poisoning, the ungratified sense that I belonged to a lost age of great natures and the best writing: oh, the gulf between what I wished to write and what I had to show! My first little book of poems had come and gone like a mayfly: I myself began to despise it the moment it was in my hands. When I met Miss Wightman, the judge’s daughter of Eaton Place, I was private secretary to a lord at two hundred pounds a year, and a poet only by the condescension of a few booksellers and the goodwill of friends and family. Tennyson was made Laureate just then, and brought out In Memoriam. I didn’t think much of it, still don’t: no architectural form, there’s really no need for it ever to stop. I never thought Tennyson would finally stand high. He didn’t come to my funeral, either.


HIMSELF

He sent a wreath.


MATT

Huh.


HIMSELF

Browning was there. And Henry James.


MATT

Well, never mind him; but Tennyson and Browning each lack what the other has in abundance: intellectual vigour and poetic sensibility. In the fusion of the two, I, perhaps, have more than either, and I had more of the modern, you see, so I expected to have my turn with the public as they had theirs.


HIMSELF

‘Dover Beach’ is known and loved wherever English verse is read.


MATT

Well, no one took the slightest notice of it at the time.


HIMSELF

Even so. It’s considered to be your masterpiece.


MATT

My masterpiece! A lyric! – a single leaf in my bumper ‘Collected’? What about ‘The Scholar-Gipsy’? What about ‘Sohrab and Rustum’?


HIMSELF

Oh, certainly not forgotten, especially by examination boards.


MATT

What about my tragedy?


HIMSELF

Ah, yes, Merope.


MATT

Never performed. Never read.


HIMSELF

Never heard of.


MATT

If this is posterity, I don’t like it. ‘Dover Beach’ of all things!


HIMSELF

And yet, it was particular for you, evidently you kept it out of your next book and the two books after ... and it was sixteen years before ‘Dover Beach’ slipped into public view.


MATT

It was time for an inventory. I was 45 and I wanted a rest from poetry. I was in demand for my articles, and I was working all hours of the week on school inspections. I lived on the railways ...


HIMSELF

 But that is not to the point.


 MATT

 Oh – ‘Dover Beach’! I don’t know, perhaps I undervalued it. 


HIMSELF

 The thing as it was, Matt!


 MATT

To me, the end of hope and goodness, and the bleak last vision of mankind striking blindly at one another on a battlefield, tends towards an elevation, a sanctification of the love between two people. If, on the other hand, one reads in too literal a frame, if one is not, as it were, attuned to the emotional heightening that is second nature to poetry, for example if one misses the allusion to Thucydides’s description of the night battle of Epipolae in the Peloponnesian Wars, then one might be left with an impression that the poem ...


[f/x Flu inconsolable]

 renders marriage and its many satisfactions, including social, utterly
futile; from which position – 


[f/x Flu more]


the indignant reader might wonder, with only a small break in her logic, why the poet bothered to get married at all.

[f/x Flu climactic and cut on door slam]


 HIMSELF

 Matt?


 MATT

My poetry is depreciated as ‘academic’, a tarbrush as easily applied to my critical essays, since I’m told they share the viewpoint of Oxford’s dreaming spires, only supposing them to be made of solid ivory – this after I wore myself out over 35 years as an inspector of elementary schools in an effort to prepare even the lowest and littlest in the land for the best that has been written and thought.


[f/x school]


Well, my little man, and how do you spell dog?


CHILD

Please, sir, d-o-g.


MATT

Capital. Very good indeed. I couldn’t do it better myself. And now, children, let us go a little further and see if we can spell cat.


CHORUS

 C-a-t!


 MATT


 Now this is really excellent.


 [f/x end]


Teach them letters, teach them grammar, and then you can teach them joy, without which schooling is drudgery to make drudges. Take them for nature walks before you give them nature poetry, and you make them bumpkins; give them religion before you give them poetry, and you make them heathens. The mind of a poet – a great poet – creates the culture that religion only serves to remind us of and hold us to: sweet reason and noble conduct. The Church, when it knows its business, is a society for the promotion of goodness. When the Church forgets its business, and promotes miracles, mysticism and general camel-swallowing, it removes itself from ordinary lives. Faith retreats, anarchy encroaches. Everything I ever wrote or did was of a piece: anarchy is the enemy of culture; faith is the fortress against anarchy. And, Christ Jesu, I stuck it out when many would have recanted three times over. Our youngest did not live a year and a half. I sat up with him reading examination papers, and every second paper I came to him and kissed his soft little cheek. The undertaker’s assistant carried the coffin on his shoulder like a toy-box, and we walked behind in the sleeting rain.


[f/x funeral bell]

It was January. In November we buried his brother next to him. Flu had nursed the boy for all his sixteen years. He was the occupation of her life. On the last day I sat with him trying to revise my preface to Culture and Anarchy. Four years on, a third brother; three sons lost of our six children, three of our four boys. That Flu stayed sane was heroism. It was only with the death of little Basil, and again with Tommy, and again with Budge, that the lines I wrote in Dover found their occasion.


‘Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world, which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams ...’ 


[f/x fade]


Oh, sweetness and light!, against ugliness and ignorance; the best that has been written and thought, spread as widely as it will go! – I fought almost alone at the forefront and am called nostalgic and elitist. I am delivered to posterity as a culture snob.


HIMSELF

Well, of course you are, Matt; so would anybody who thinks anything old must be better than anything new, and anything written in a foreign language must be better than anything written in English apart from Shakespeare.


MATT

Did I ever say that? No! I may have said that Homer, Aeschylus, Dante, Shakespeare and Goethe were better than Coventry Patmore.


HIMSELF

 Or Dryden – or Pope.


MATT

Well, obviously Dryden and Pope. And Byron.


HIMSELF

And Keats.


MATT

Keats had a multitudinous gift for memorable phrases but not an idea in his curly head. My nightingale poem, 


‘Hark! ah, the nightingale – 

The tawny-throated!

Hark! –’ 

HIMSELF

 [overlap]

 I know how it goes.


 MATT 

Well, my ‘Philomela’ sings in posterity’s deepest dungeon. 


HIMSELF

Poor Matt! You were never born to be a poet except for one sublime moment in Dover when the good Lord paid you in advance and you hit the spot with a lyric that bobs up like a cork whatever anyone throws at it – the hackneyed recourse to sea and moon, the vagueness of whatever point it doesn’t quite make, the name-dangling of famous dead Athenians, the metaphor problem –


MATT

 The what?


 HIMSELF

The problem of the tide, Matt. Tides don’t just go out, they invariably come back in. Give it twelve hours, the Sea of Faith will be banging up against those glimmering cliffs, and the world will be right as a trivet again.


MATT

But my metaphor – my celebrated metaphor – was of the tide going out, not in!


HIMSELF

And the other problem, that there’s no tide in the Aegean anyway, so whatever sound Sophocles heard it’s unlikely to have been –


MATT

 This is not criticism, it’s oceanography! 


HIMSELF

Whatever criticism is or isn’t, and whether or not your thousands of words on ‘the function of criticism’ can help you now, ‘Dover Beach’ has escaped into the sweet night air ...


[f/x surf]


 ... where its melancholy cadence and wistful promise of desolation find
a perfect sympathy in the world of things as they are. Happy days, Matt !


[f/x surf up, then modulated through the poem]




The sea is calm to-night.

 The tide is full, the moon lies fair 

Upon the straits; on the French coast the light

 Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand;

 Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

 Come to the window, sweet is the night-air! 

Only, from the long line of spray 

Where the sea meets the moon-blanched land,

Listen! you hear the grating roar

 Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling, 

At their return, up the high strand, 

Begin, and cease, and then again begin, 

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring 

The eternal note of sadness in.



Sophocles long ago

 Heard it on the Aegaean, and it brought 

Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow 

Of human misery; we 

Find also in the sound a thought, 

Hearing it by this distant northern sea.

The Sea of Faith 

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore 

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar, 

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear 

And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true 

To one another! For the world, which seems 

To lie before us like a land of dreams, 

So various, so beautiful, so new, 

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, 

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain; 

And we are here as on a darkling plain 

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, 

Where ignorant armies clash by night.







 Julian Barnes
I Remember

 I don’t remember where I was when John Kennedy was shot.

I don’t remember where I was when Robert Kennedy was shot.

I don’t remember where I was when Edward Kennedy heroically
swam away from the dead body of Mary Jo Kopechne.

I remember being held up by my father to watch the funeral procession
of Queen Mary go past.

I remember standing in the Finchley Road to watch Diana Spencer’s hearse go by and wondering if the driver was allowed to use his windscreen wipers to sweep away the flowers that were constantly being thrown on to it.

I remember my mother wearing a cream dress with a black satin rose on the shoulder to Grandpa’s cremation, and not being able to decide if it was defiantly stylish or a little bit naff.

I remember going to Mark Boxer’s funeral and spending a lot of time trying to work out the date of the church. I remember feeling trium- phant when I came home, checked it in Pevsner and found I was only two years out.

I remember going to Ian Hamilton’s funeral and trying to work out how many of the women present had had an affair with him.

I remember grief not behaving in the way it was supposed to.

I remember two members of the school rugby team I played in dying while still in the sixth form, one in a car accident, one supposedly by his own hand after getting a girl pregnant; both of them were called Smith.

I remember my schoolfriend Alex Brilliant, who was much better than me at English, whom I lost touch with after he went to Cambridge, and whose parallel existence, presumably in one of the liberal professions, I occasionally went on imagining for the next twenty-five years. I remember not knowing how to think about the matter when I learnt that
he had killed himself almost half a lifetime back. 

I remember Christopher J Dixon, the English master who taught us both and left to take up a post at Eton, and who killed himself there in a drink-and-pills pact with his wife.

I remember that most of the funerals I have attended have been of men.

Though I remember going to Arthur and Cynthia Koestler’s joint funeral at Mortlake Crematorium, and how, after the matching coffins had been brought in, the undertaker solemnly propped up on top of each a hand-lettered cardboard sign, one reading ‘Arthur’, the other ‘Cynthia’, just so we knew who we were looking at.

And I remember the vicar at Dodie Smith’s funeral unsuccessfully trying to win over the congregation with the line, ‘I do myself have some connection with show business – I once shared a house with Cliff Richard.’

 I also remember the wreath sent by the British Dalmatian Society, and being disappointed that it was not black and white.

I remember looking down at the hole into which they had lowered Terence Kilmartin and realizing it had been dug to an extra depth so that his widow could at some future time be buried on top of him. 

I remember thinking, that is a very long way down.

I remember the awful fake look on a friend’s face that day, and my realisation that he was ‘doing grief’.

I remember the apocalyptic storm which broke as I was driving back from the funeral.

I remember the friend with the fake look not coming on with the rest
of us from church to cemetery, and me rebuking him with, ‘You’ve got to see them into the ground.’

I remember being surprised when Ian Hamilton, after a church service, was driven away for cremation rather than being buried in the graveyard outside. I remember thinking: crematorium, cremation; church, burial – isn’t that how it goes? When I asked someone about this, I was told, ‘Ian had a horror of being buried alive’. And I remember thinking:
As opposed to a horror of being screwed into a wooden box for three days and then burnt alive?

I remember not going to my grandmother’s funeral because I simply couldn’t be arsed.

I remember George Brassens songs in which grief provokes lust, and the black-veiled widow is consoled by her dead husband’s best mate; but cannot adduce any evidence of this myself.

I remember Iris Murdoch novels – or, perhaps, television adaptations of them – or, more likely, a single TV adaptation of one of them – in which a funeral is a nexus of infighting and intrigue, enough to launch a novel on its course; but I cannot adduce any evidence of this either.

I remember when mourners first began to wear ‘smart casual’, their summer suits and open-necked shirts implying that they were too deep in grief to bow to the stifling conventions of mourning; further, that the departed would not just understand, but appreciate how cool they were being. I remember thinking this a kind of vanity. But since I do not remember ever seeing dress specifications on a funeral invitation, perhaps they were right, and grieving just as much as the conventionally clad.

I remember noticing for the first time, at Ian Hamilton’s funeral, that the pallbearers, after the service was over, turned the coffin round – like a locomotive on a turntable – before heading back down the aisle, so that
the dead are indeed carried out feet first.

I remember saying to Russell Davies, as Ian’s coffin passed us, ‘Why do the pallbearers always look like minor criminals?’, and him replying, ‘Because they are.’

I remember people deciding, at a certain point in their lives, not to go to any more of the funerals which increasingly fill the diaries of those growing older.

I remember Dodie Smith staying at home even for her husband’s funeral; not from lack of love – though perhaps from a sense of disappointment that he had let her down by dying first. I remember her explaining to me, ‘They came and took him away,’ as if I might otherwise suspect he was still in the house.

I remember ‘Singing in the Rain’ being played at John Coleman’s funeral as the coffin slid away between those sinister doors, and how it was unaccountably cut off with about an eighth of its length still to go. I remember wondering if we were being told our crem-time was up.

I remember Alan Brien spraying spittle and sausage roll over me at the subsequent wake at The Old Bull & Bush, and telling me how he was supposed not to be a very nice man, but giving me an example to prove otherwise.

I remember not having raised the question in the first place.

I remember the vicar who took Ian Hamilton’s funeral saying that The Times had that morning published a ‘fulsome’ obituary of him.

I remember thinking that Ian wouldn’t have liked that misuse.

I don’t remember thinking that, were he still alive in his coffin and fearing live burial, catachresis would have been the least of his concerns.

I remember the self-help booklet they handed out at my mother’s cremation, answering all those questions a mourner might reasonably be expected to ask. I remember thinking that it would have saved me embarrassment, five years earlier, when I had asked the crematorium director at my father’s funeral if we could take the ashes away with us, and
him explaining, with euphemisms, that burnt corpses took a long time to cool down. 

I remember disputing the bill with the undertaker who arranged my mother’s funeral; not just because he charged ten per cent more than he said he would, but because that’s what she would have wanted me to do.

I remember thinking the usual things about whether you really got the ashes you were meant to.

I remember my father in a heavy wooden casket and my mother in a plastic screw-top jar.

I remember taking them to France by Eurostar for scattering, though only one of them had the necessary ‘out of England’ certificate. Being illicitly exported after death was probably the only time my father broke the law.

And I remember that none of these ceremonies, secular or religious, church or crematorium, friend or family, solemn or celebratory, well- or illdressed, brought the slightest consolation, expiation, or even explanation.






 Nina Raine
Harold & Pinter in Rehearsal

 I was 23 and working in London at the River Café. I was a cashier: my friend, Katherine Tozer, an actress, was on the telephones. We were both in work but ‘out of work.’ In an act of typical generosity, our boss, Ruthie Rogers, suggested we make our London debut by putting on a play in her house – a Richard Rogers-designed epic space. She could do bruschettas, and invite her friends. We jumped at the offer. I chose Pinter’s two-hander: Ashes to Ashes.


I wrote to Pinter, asking permission, and got a call from his secretary. Pinter wanted to meet. I stood, extremely nervous and one hour early, in Campden Hill Square. It was early summer and I was wearing sandals and a green silk shirt. When I finally buzzed the door, I was so adrenalised all I remember of Pinter’s study was a blur of brown – it could have been velvet or leather – and a round curved mirror up on the wall, the type which shows you if there is a car coming fast at you round a corner. I sat on a sofa opposite Pinter and we discussed the play. He was charming. To my surprise, he was easy to talk to. So much so, I ventured to ask about one of the most enigmatic moments, for me, in the play: if the noise of the siren, that so distresses the woman, relates in some symbolic way to the crying baby at the end of the play. Pinter simply changed the subject. But the meeting, otherwise, was a success. Pinter asked for only two things: that he attend a final rehearsal; and that he invite a small list of his own friends to the event.


We hadn’t yet cast the other part. My father said he’d seen a brilliant actor called Elliot Levey perform unforgettably in a student production in Oxford. I rang Elliot’s agent and offered him the part unseen.


Three weeks of extremely testing rehearsals followed. Levels of anxiety in the cast were high. Kathy and I combined shifts in the restaurant with rehearsals in the echoing space of the Rogers’s Chelsea home. Elliot was a brilliant actor, but nervous. He was older than me and had no idea if I could direct. It became apparent that people were keen to see us novices perform a Pinter play in the Rogers’s house in a way that, frankly,they would never have been in a more conventional venue. Kathy’s agent insisted we invite the great and the good, including Peter Hall and Richard
Eyre, and everyone, to our terror, said yes.


I had only directed two plays before, at University. Ashes to Ashes is a holocaust trauma piece, the husband prowling around the edges of what could be his wife’s sexual fantasy, a true traumatic memory, an inherited ‘folk’ memory of the holocaust, or a combination of all three.


REBECCA: Oh by the way somebody told me the other
day that there’s a condition known as mental elephantiasis.

DEVLIN: What do you mean, ‘somebody told you’? What
do you mean, ‘the other day’? What are you talking about?


The dramatic situation, as it often does, replicated itself in the rehearsal room. Elliot prowled and worried unhappily around the enigma of the woman’s agenda. What the hell did the play mean? There were many arguments. Rationing myself strictly, I rang Pinter a couple of times for help. To my excitement, some of my hunches proved to be right. Sometimes, simple things. For instance, there is little mileage for moving about in the play – the woman is seated, the man is standing. But, as I thought, there was one point where the woman could get up.


REBECCA: That’s funny, somewhere in a dream… a long time ago… I heard someone calling me sweetheart.
Pause

I looked up. I’d been dreaming. I don’t know whether I looked up in the dream or as I opened my eyes. But in this
dream a voice was calling. That I’m certain of. This voice was calling me. It was calling me sweetheart.
Pause

Yes.
Pause

I walked out into the frozen city. Even the mud was frozen. And the snow was a funny colour. It wasn’t white… 

I was thrilled that Pinter agreed with me that this was where the woman
should, for the first time in the play, stand. But then there were arguments
about pauses. Elliot distrusted them. He felt his character would speak
if left hanging about by the woman. We chiselled over every breath. Did
Kathy really have to take a pause if, for instance, there were dot dot dots
in the text? I said yes. Elliot said no. Again, I rang Pinter for support. Yes,
Pinter said, patiently. If there were dot dot dots it was a good idea to mark
them with a slight pause. Triumphantly, I went back to Elliott with this
news. Elliott said Pinter was wrong.


But somehow, the play began to take shape. One day, near the end of
rehearsals, rather like whipping cream, simply through sheer repetition,
the play stiffened and at last found its tone and shape. Both the actors felt
it – the mixture of play, speed, ease and unease needed to make the piece
sing. Not through any skill of mine, but simply, as Pinter has said, through
‘saying the fucking lines’. It was time for Pinter’s dress rehearsal.


We sat miserably, waiting in the Rogers’s great atrium. Strict instructions
had been given to the fleet of Rogers’s extended family and loyal
staff to stay clear and above all, guard against any interruption or noise.
Periodically, we looked out of the window for Pinter. Finally, at the far end
of the road, we saw him approaching, in a beige mac, tinted glasses and
black trousers. Elliot, who is Jewish, said ‘He looks just like my uncle.’


Pinter sat on a chair in the huge, high-ceilinged reception room. We
began the play. It was highly artificial. I’ve never seen two actors more
nervous. They had lost all their ease. No one was thinking about the
play. All any of us could think of was the man sitting watching it. Then,
suddenly, I heard the unmistakeable sounds of someone start to do the
washing up, a door away. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t interrupt
the performance. It continued, getting noisier. Suddenly Harold spoke.


‘I’m sorry, but this is just impossible.’


We looked at him. Did he mean the acting?


He gestured towards the washing up noise. ‘What is that? Can you
tell them to stop?’


I bolted through to the scullery and found Ruthie’s Brazilian cleaning
lady, Rosa, at the sink. I told her to leave it. I terrified her. We started
again. The actors were transformed. I think we all felt it couldn’t be that
bad: Pinter hadn’t told us to stop altogether.


Then Pinter gave his notes. They were detailed, clear, and basic. He liked it. He wanted certain words to be more audible. That was it. He also suggested we do a dress for a trial audience the day before the show
(invaluable advice).


As a result, on the night itself, neither of the actors was as nervous
as that afternoon. No one could be a more intimidating audience than
Pinter’s audience of one. We sat, waiting, in the studio flat below the
Roger’s house, listening to the tramp of the guests arriving above. The
actors both prepared in different ways. Kathy had a bath and a glass of
wine. Elliot had a crap.


We had set hired chairs out for the audience in semi-circular rows,
with a small playing area at the centre, but people also sat up the suspended
flight of steel stairs to the mezzanine, and along the mezzanine itself,
where we had focused a couple of lights. When everyone had arrived,
been given a drink and finally seated (Pinter sat on a stool at the end of the
brushed steel breakfast bar) the actors entered and the play began.


We had timed the play to start at dusk to enhance the effect (requested
in the stage directions) of the lights getting brighter as the stage gets
darker, until, by the end of the play, the lamps are burning brightly but the
room is very dark. The play ends with the woman’s every line repeated by a
faraway echo; the trauma she has tapped into echoes through the ages. We
had hired a sound system and pre-recorded the echo of Kathy’s voice.


REBECCA: I took my baby and wrapped it in my shawl

ECHO: My shawl

REBECCA: And I made it into a bundle

ECHO: A bundle

REBECCA: And I held it under my left arm

ECHO: My left arm
Pause

REBECCA: And I went through with my baby

ECHO: My baby
Pause

REBECCA: But the baby cried out

ECHO: Cried out

REBECCA: And the man called me back

ECHO: Called me back

REBECCA: And he said what do you have there

ECHO: Have there

REBECCA: He stretched out his hand for the bundle

ECHO: For the bundle

REBECCA: And I gave him the bundle

ECHO: The bundle

REBECCA: And that’s the last time I held the bundle

ECHO: The bundle
Silence

In front of an audience, it was very powerful. Afterwards, Pinter made a
speech referring to me as ‘the cat’s whiskers’ and, after a few drinks, told
Matthew Evans, then the chairman of Faber & Faber, to fuck off because
he hadn’t yet read his new play.


The next day I received a parcel and a letter of thanks. It was Pinter’s
new play – Celebration. Set in a high-end restaurant, the action cuts between
two tables: a bickering couple, Suki and Russell, sit at one, while
the wedding anniversary of two couples – two sisters who have married
two brothers – is celebrated at the other. The characters are boozed-up,
violent, vulgar and funny. They are tended to by a smooth maitre d’, his
sexy maitresse d’, and a waiter who continually interrupts the tables to
recite long lists of literary celebrities his grandfather knew. Pinter said
this was based on an experience of his own, when working as a waiter.
He overheard a conversation on a table about T S Eliot, which he dared
to interrupt. He was sacked the same day.

Pinter, in his note to me, said he was going to direct the play himself,
at the Almeida, in a double bill with the first play he ever wrote – The
Room. I immediately rang him on his now familiar office number to congratulate
him on the play, and to ask if there was any way I could sit in
on rehearsals and watch him direct it. Pinter said he did have an idea.
He didn’t say what. Did we girls both want to meet him for lunch and
discuss? Kathy and I, broke as ever, decided we must treat Pinter to the
River Café (staff got a discount). We sat outside, Pinter’s glasses dark black in the sunshine. He explained he couldn’t use me as his assistant
director, because he always used the same assistant, Gari Jones. And
he couldn’t give Kathy a role; the play was already fully cast. However,
the play was set in a restaurant. Plates would need to be cleared, drinks
bought on. Would we like two non-speaking roles as waitresses? Sitting
there in the River Café, the irony was not lost on us. I was thrilled but
terrified. I’d never worked as a waitress, only a cashier, because my hands
shook and I was intimidated by clearing plates in front of tables of highend
River Café customers. How much worse, balancing plates in front of
a sell-out audience at the Almeida? Plus, I got stage fright. I decided then
and there I would take beta-blockers. Kathy, as a fledgling actress, had
the opposite reaction. She was a tiny bit disappointed that this was the
extent of our challenge from Pinter. For the next month, we prepared. I
learned how to carry a pile of plates on my wrist. And I got a prescription
for beta-blockers.



The first day of rehearsals. Kathy and I turned up at 108 Upper
Street. To get to the kitchen and coffee, you had to go from the rehearsal
room up a fire escape outside in the rain. Daunted, we eyed the starry
cast, which included Lindsay Duncan, milling about – and looked at all
the makeshift props laid out ready for us: unmatching plates, a jumble of
cutlery. There was a circle of chairs set out for the read-through, salvaged
from old shows, some gilt, shabby and ornate, others plastic. The grandest
chair sat behind a big desk at the top of the circle. I asked Harold if
that was his chair. It was.


Susie Wooldridge and Lindsay Duncan were playing the sisters in
Celebration: Andy de la Tour and Keith Allen were playing the brothers.
Lia Williams and Steven Pacey were playing the bickering couple on the
other table. Lia, Lindsay, Keith, and Steven were also in The Room, Lindsay
playing the lead, Rose, Stephen her violent husband Bert, Keith and
Lia the spiky couple, the Sands, who knock on the door enquiring about
a room. And then there were two more actors who only appeared in The
Room. George Harris was a hugely tall African, playing the enigmatic figure
‘Riley’ who tries to rescue Rose from her claustrophobic ‘room’ at the
end of the play. And Henry Woolf was playing the eccentric landlord ‘Mr
Kidd’. Henry was a friend of Harold’s from his Hackney days, and had
directed the first performance of The Room, at Bristol University in 1957.
He had also originally played Mr Kidd. He had come over from Canada
especially to reprise his old part, for which he was now exactly the right
age. He was a tiny man, and highly excited. On the rainy fire escape, he
turned to me and said incongruously ‘Isn’t this fun??’ When everyone
seemed to have arrived, we stood around in a circle, said our names, there was a slight pause, and Harold said – ‘And I’m Harold Pinter.’


Only one actor hadn’t turned up. Keith Allen. After Ian McDiarmid
had made a speech welcoming our greatest living playwright, and pointed
out he was playing alongside our greatest dead playwright (the Almeida
were rehearsing Richard II and Coriolanus with Ralph Fiennes for their
Gainsborough studios), we simply sat and waited for Keith. I felt a strange
reversal taking place. From everyone’s tremendous respect and fear of Pinter
at the start of the morning, there began to grow a definite feeling of this
greatest living playwright… being ‘cheeked’. 10.30, 10.45, 11.00 ticked
by… finally Keith turned up. We sat down and read through both plays.


Privately, I thought that The Room dragged a little. But Celebration was
hugely entertaining, and I could already see how good the cast would be.
Some had a way to go: Keith Allen muttered his way through the script.
But Thomas Wheatley, who played the maitre d’, had exactly the right expensive
voice, and was the spitting image of Jeremy King, the actual owner
of the Ivy. And Indira Varma, a gorgeous young half-Asian actress, read the
sexy maitresse d’ with great aplomb. Harold only rebuked us once – asking
everyone to turn the pages of their scripts more quietly. His final words to
the company that day were ‘I don’t think it is too early to say this – there is
no word in this play…’ he paused, and for a delirious moment, I thought
he was going to say, ‘which cannot be changed if you find it difficult to say’,
but he continued, ‘…which cannot be heard. As soon as a word is lost, the
energy is lost.’ I thought this must have been tactfully aimed at the muttering
Keith Allen. Altogether, the day had a strict feel to it.



It soon became apparent that there were different rules for Harold
Pinter as director. The actors had to run before they could walk. By the
second day, the actors were not only up on their feet, script in hand,
but working with props! I particularly felt for Lindsay Duncan, who, as
the down-trodden housewife in The Room, has endless ‘business’ ministering
to her husband while he reads a comic: buttering him slices of
bread, pouring him tea, getting his jacket… Again, the situation in the
rehearsal room echoed the scene, with Lindsay ministering to Harold,
clarifying every detail: ‘So does she shake the salt over his plate or tip it
in a little pile at the side? How thickly does he have his bread buttered?
Does he have sauce with his bacon?’ Harold said of Rose ‘She’s like his
mother… in fact, I wish my mum had taken as good care of me.’


‘She did,’ said Henry Woolf.


‘That’s right, she did,’ said Harold.


Harold had a sharp eye for these props. ‘Could we have a square biscuit
tin? And it would be lump sugar in the tea, definitely.’


‘Do you want tongs?’ asked the stage manager.





While there was a feeling of being part of a privileged family within
the rehearsal room, indulged by Harold, ire was still reserved for the
world beyond. The administrative staff of the theatre were housed in the
rooms next door to us. Harold was extremely sensitive to noise. In fact
there was very little noise from people outside – they had been warned
– but the thermostat heater in the rehearsal room, which made a range
of noises, irked Harold, and was soon switched off. One day, we found
it back on again. The Stage Manager apologetically explained she’d just
discovered that it heated the whole building – so when we had been
switching it off, everyone in the offices had been plunged into cold. Harold
was unrepentant. ‘Rehearsal rooms should try to behave as theatres.
What you wouldn’t tolerate in a theatre, you shouldn’t tolerate in a rehearsal
room. Fair’s fair.’


The heater was switched off.


And yet, sometimes there were factors beyond anyone’s control. One
day, when we had reached the tense stage of running the play, there was
the ear-splitting noise of something being rent by an electric saw outside.
At the end of the run, Harold asked, dangerously, ‘Yes – who was that?’
No one answered. Then Keith said, ‘I think it was Richard Eyre.’


Harold’s charisma and presence were palpable. I watched every minute
of rehearsals for both plays, and was never once bored. Afterwards, as an
assistant director watching other directors at work, I realised how rare
this is. Not only was Harold charismatic: he was funny. Usually when he
was at his most irritable. One coffee break, he started to complain about
Tony Blair. He had written a letter a week or so ago to the P M complaining
about government funding of a Turkish dam which would deprive
Kurds of their homes. ‘Well – I got a letter today from 10 Downing
street, you know? In fact, I’d completely forgotten that I’d written the letter,
I opened it up and thought what the fuck’s this…well it began ‘Dear
Harold,’ and ended ‘Yours ever, Tony!’ …I’ve never met the man!’ Sometimes,
one could see how these episodes fed directly into Harold’s work.
There is an exchange in Celebration, between the Maitresse d’ and her
guests, where she talks about men she has known who were ‘very interested
in sex’. Harold told us this came from a conversation he had had
with Lady Richardson, who was a close friend of Vivien Leigh’s. What
was Vivien like, Harold had asked her. ‘Oh – very interested in sex’, said
Lady Richardson.


‘And that was it!’ said Harold. ‘I wanted to say… could you be… a bit… more specific!’ And he gave a rare blush. His openness was very winning. On the subject of children, which is also touched on in Celebration, Harold said, ‘I was an incredibly morbid, morose child. My parents never
had another after they saw how I turned out.’ Then, as an afterthought,
he added brightly – ‘I cheered up later, though.’ Harold’s stories frequently
showed himself in a ridiculous light. For instance, the first performance
of The Room. He began this story with the statement – ‘As you
know, I have never been drunk.’ Everyone laughed. ‘But when The Room
was first put on, in Bristol, and I was in Rep, they put it on for me on a
Sunday evening, so that I could see it. And… it’s a very exciting thing,
to see your own play put on. It had never happened to me before. And
afterwards there was a party. And I remember, at some late stage, standing
in the bathroom saying to the actor who played Riley, who was six
foot two, “I…could take you… I could take you… any day”. [Here Harold
made vague swiping movements.] And each time I said it, he said “Yes,
yes” [and Harold mimed a pat on the head, given from a great height]. Finally
I stumbled home through the streets of Bristol back to the digs, led
by Henry Woolf, where my wife – Vivien – was waiting. Vivien opened
the door. It was about 3 in the morning and she was wearing this black
cape. And Henry said, “Here is your husband”. I mean… it was so Victorian!
And the next day I had a hangover like you wouldn’t believe. And I
had to go and do 10 Little Niggers in Brighton.’


Looking back at my diary at this stage, I thought the cast vaguely unfriendly.
I realise now it was stress and nerves. Despite Pinter’s charm,
everyone was frozen by the fear of displeasing him. Pinter himself, I think,
sensed this, and the unique problem it threw up – a weird phenomenon of
eagerly over-playing the notes he gave. Early on, he said, ‘This business
of notes – I don’t want them to be taken literally and to extremes. I am
not the Bible. Don’t be too dutiful on the pauses – they’re not biblical!’
When Henry Woolf asked, ‘Harold, do you mind if I... move around a bit,
during my speech?’ Harold replied ironically – ‘I mind desperately… This
is what’s called a rehearsal! You’re free to do what you like.’


And yet, somehow, the actors weren’t.


Actors love to talk about their characters. Not only does this help
them understand why they say what they say: on the most basic level, it
buys them time. There’s a limit to how many times you can run a scene
productively. But Harold, famously, does not love to talk about his characters.
So, at the start of rehearsals, the effect was of a strange acceleration,
with none of the usual ‘brakes’ that would be implemented by actors
– pauses for argument, discussion, questions. We just raced on, blocking
the moves for scene after scene.


On the Monday morning of the second week, the cast seemed oddly
silent and disgruntled. I soon found out why. They had been told to learn
all their lines over the weekend – a huge amount for those, like Lia and
Lindsay, who had big parts in both plays. There were grumbles that Harold
had not given them enough to go on in terms of, yes, character. It
was difficult to learn lines when one didn’t know what they meant. But
again, no one actually dared say anything. However, Harold seemed to
sense the cast’s unspoken resentment. Before we began rehearsals, he
made a short speech, saying he found the way everyone was saying the
lines ‘pretty persuasive’, so they must be on the right track in terms of
character. He then retold the now notorious story of the actor who dared
ask about his character only to get the answer ‘None of your fucking
business.’ Harold paused. ‘And in a way… that’s… my answer.’ He paused
again. ‘I mean… you find out what you’re doing by doing it, the… explanation… 
lies in doing it, saying the bloody lines.’


The issues that obsess a writer are not necessarily those that obsess
an actor. The actors want to know why they do what they do because
it gives them what Katy Mitchell terms ‘petrol in the tank’ – when the
director has gone, if you understand the reasons for your ‘choices’ you
can keep your performance alive by subtly ‘riffing’ like a jazz musician
around them. If you don’t know why you’re doing what you’re doing,
then you can’t. For Harold, conversely, much more technical factors, of
presentation and delivery, were vital to the playing of his play. Much later,
when we were at the stage of dress rehearsals, after a particularly bad
run, which Harold called ‘fitful’, he once more returned to this favourite
hobby horse – ‘clarity of delivery’, and I finally saw what he meant. Probably
born out of his experiences of Rep, ‘delivery’ was just as important
as questions of ‘character’ to his plays. ‘There has to be body in your delivery.
Because this is a comedy you need to use your hard palate: you
can’t be too airy in your delivery [which some of the women were]. You
have to balance, in your delivery, character (I mean naturalism and so on)
and the words. Of course the two are connected, but there is something
elusive in this play – you need freedom and presentation allied. This is
not a naturalistic piece of work. You need to feel the structure of the language
– it should have real shape – which is not, ultimately, realistic. It’s
like Americans doing The Lover. The more they worried about motivation,
the more the language went down the drain.’


But at this early stage, in the second week, it was very hard for the actors
to give Harold the ‘body of delivery’ he required, particularly since,
in Celebration, the action cuts from table to table, giving no ‘warm-up’
time. The actors simply had to launch in at a manufactured high energy every time the action cut to them with a ‘lights up’ – which Harold indicated
with a muscular snap of his fingers. And then, there was the problem
of what to do in their ‘twilight’ moments, when the lights were up on the
other table and they were still on stage, but not ‘active’. It was extremely
hard to have a mimed conversation without starting to whisper, which
Harold interrupted with a gentle – ‘Now kids. It is distracting.’ But if the
actors didn’t talk, what did they do? Pinter turned to them generally, with
genuine curiosity – ‘Well – what are you doing in those moments?’


‘Me? I’m waiting, for you – to go like, “that”,’ Keith said, snapping his
fingers. ‘That’s what I’m doing.’


In fact, Keith, out of all the actors, seemed to be the least ruffled by
Pinter’s way of working. Often, he arrived hungover, and snored softly
in the corner of the room as others ran their scenes. Once he came in
with a strange bloodstained scratch down his cheek. We asked what had
happened. ‘Someone said Beckett was better than Pinter. So I started
on them.’ And as everyone ‘lurched around in the mud’, as Pinter put it,
trying to remember their lines, directing them with a questioning look
on their faces to the SM, Keith would cock up his lines 40 times in a
row without an atom of embarrassment. There was one line in particular
Keith found seemingly impossible to remember in The Room – ‘So
you’re the wife of the bloke you mentioned then.’ In the end, Harold said,
‘The day you get that line right, Keith, I’ll give you a chocolate pudding.’
After a rehearsal of Keith’s scene in The Room, full of approximations
and mistakes, Harold singled out for praise Keith’s tone of hushed sourness
in his ‘Come on’, to his wife as they make a sharp exit from Rose’s
room – ‘That was just right, Keith,’ said Harold.


‘But the rest of it was shit!’ said Keith.


‘But those two words, in that order, were right.’


‘It helps that you’re leaving,’ said Lindsay.


Keith – and, strangely, the cockney Danny Dyer – in their resilience,
and lack of Pinterian reverence, had an advantage with the text, and with
Pinter. Harold liked a bit of cheek. And when Keith invented himself
‘business’, Harold usually approved whole-heartedly. One day, rehearsing
Celebration, Harold suddenly leant forwards, peering at Keith intently.


‘Is that a toothpick?’ he asked. Keith nodded. ‘It’s great.’


Rehearsing the opening of Celebration, Keith repeatedly lit a fresh
fag before the waiter’s first line which opens the play. In the end Harold
asked what on earth he was doing.


‘A subtle joke – you know, the food arrives and I have to put it out.’


‘Bit early in the day to be subtle, isn’t it?’ said Harold.


‘Yeah,’ said Keith, ‘but I wanted a laugh before the first line of the play.’


By the time we hit the theatre, Pinter had endorsed the fag, even telling the
waiter to give a pause after Keith lit his cigarette in the darkness before coming
on – ‘I want the audience to be frightened of that glowing cigarette.’


Though the rehearsal process might have been unsatisfying for some
of the actors, from the outside it produced marvellous results. Harold’s
ear was clear, precise; and his eye for physical detail, and what it betrayed
psychologically, fascinating. The irony was, for all the ‘externality’ of the
notes that Harold gave, they actually told you a lot about what made his
characters tick inside.


When Rose, trapped in her rented room, goes over to look out of the
window, Harold told Lindsay to stay sitting at the table longer than she
wanted to – ‘Don’t get up straight from the table – something pulls you
there.’ When the Sands invade Rose’s room, we should feel along with
Rose how unfamiliar it is to have these new bodies in her space. Lindsay
should bend down to put her bin back, and then, as she straightens up,
Harold told her, ‘re-register the fact that there are now two strangers in
your room’. Harold instructed Lia and Keith, in their turn, to be physically
bolder in marking out their territory. ‘Look around, make the place
your own. Keith, go and look at Bert’s comic. Believe me, whatever it
is, it’ll be worth looking at!’ Keith revealed his own detailed reasoning.
‘Yeah. I go over to find out if the teapot’s still warm. I put my hand on
it – yes, it is – and then on the way back, I notice the comic.’ ‘You were
scrutinising that sink as if you were a plumber,’ Harold noted.


‘Yeah, well, that was my thinking,’ said Keith.


When Rose is alone with her dominant, silent husband Bert, Harold
told Lindsay not to talk to him from the refuge of her rocking chair, but
to stand at his elbow as he eats, talking, utterly ignored by him – because
that way, ‘It’s much lonelier’. The blocking was all about Rose, dangerously,
trying to get a little more contact with Bert: without success. And
Harold was marvellous at sharpening the sense of externals in this bleak
little play – ‘Lindsay, when you say “Can you hear the wind”, could you
actually hear it? And when Rose says “If they ever ask you Bert, I’m quite
happy where I am”, you should be aware, Lindsay, that you’re standing in
a freezing cold room with an unlit fire.’ Lindsay, like Keith, brought her
own imagination to bear. ‘Do you think there’s an embargo – laid down
by him – on lighting the fire before a certain time?’ asked Lindsay.


‘Yes,’ said Harold. ‘Mean bugger.


‘Ah,’ said Lindsay. ‘So… as soon as he’s gone – it’s on!’


Which Lindsay did, in performance.


Harold also heightened Bert’s dominance through his physical life,
requesting that Stephen make a noise eating, and clink his cutlery. He
finessed every detail, right down to which points Stephen should imperviously
turn the pages of his comic – ‘And don’t read it too fast.’ Harold
shared with us the first inspiration for The Room: seeing two men, one
standing up, endlessly talking and feeding and fussing round the other
one, who was utterly silent and seated. Who were the two men? Quentin
Crisp and a lorry driver.


Halfway through rehearsals, a fight director came to choreograph the
moment when Bert discovers the blind Riley in his ‘room’ with his wife,
tips him out of the chair, and kills him with one kick to the head. Given
Harold’s fastidiousness when it came to physical life, and the fight director’s
need to obey health and safety regulations, and mask the fakery of the
moves, the negotiation between them was always going to be amusing.


Fight director: ‘Does it have to be a kick that kills him? Could he not
take hold of his head and bash it, say?’


Harold: ‘No.’


The fight director was also sceptical about the action of tipping Riley
out of the chair.


F D: ‘So, he wants to kill him, does he?’


Harold: ‘Yes.’


F D: ‘Well – the first thing that pops into your head is not to tip the
chair over.’


Harold: ‘Yes, but he’s a sadist, this guy.’


F D: ‘Could he not get behind him, say, and garrotte him with the teatowel,
like this?’>


Harold: ‘I know I said he was a sadist just now, but what you’re suggesting
is too elaborate.’


As rehearsals progressed, despite Harold’s protestations about pronouncements
on character, some did start to come from him. Usually
when he was nudging the actors towards a certain way of saying a line
or playing a scene. Of the irascible couple, the Sands, he said ‘Your arguments
are one of the joys of life for you’. So the less discreet they were,
the better, with Rose standing, observing, taken aback.


MRS SANDS: You could do with a bit more of that instead
of all that tripe you get up to.

MR SANDS: You don’t mind some of that tripe!

MRS SANDS: You take after your uncle, that’s who you
take after!

MR SANDS: And who do you take after?

MRS SANDS: I didn’t bring you into the world.

MR SANDS: You didn’t what?

MRS SANDS: I said, I didn’t bring you into the world.

MR SANDS: Well, who did then? That’s what I want to
know. Who did? Who did bring me into the world?

Harold said to think of ‘tripe’ as a codeword for sex. ‘And when she says
“I didn’t bring you into the world”, it irritates the shit out of you. And
when you say, “Well, who did then?” you’re really saying, “Well what the
fuck am I doing married to you?”’ Harold was very funny on the various
forms of marital disharmony. On Russel and Suki, the bickering couple
in Celebration, Stephen should say ‘Listen, she was just a secretary’ as if
to say ‘I’ve already said all of this’. Why? Lia asked. ‘Because he’s had a
bit on the side… which is always irritating, granted. I should imagine!’


Hitting the right ‘tone’ was very important to Harold. In Celebration,
when the anniversary table talk about ballet, Harold revealed it was
ironic. ‘Ballet is not the height of your lives. Make us feel your contempt
for the poofs and ponces for whom it is.’ This led him to talk about the
deadpan nature of their humour. The actors must remember that these
characters ‘have no self-consciousness. If you laugh at your jokes, they [the
audience] won’t. Some of what you say is almost poetic – “She wouldn’t
give me the drippings off her nose” – but the important thing is not to say
it with any consciousness of that.’ When the table have finally ‘stumbled
over the precipice into pissendom’, the maitre d’ asks how the food is, and
is given the answer:


PRUE: She wasn’t impressed with her food. It’s true. She
said so. She thought it was dry as dust. She said – what did
you say darling? – she’s my sister – she said she could cook
better than that with one hand stuffed between her legs
– she said – no, honestly – she said she could make a better
sauce than the one on that plate if she pissed into it.

The maitre d’ must, Harold said, react as if all this is very interesting information. Even with a little enviousness – (‘One hand stuffed between
her legs? Really…’) Similarly, when Russell tells Suki she is ‘a prick’ and
she replies ‘Good gracious, am I really?’ Suki must, Harold said, ‘be filled
with the growing excitement of this new world – she is a prick’.


Pressed, once again, by the actors as to the ‘twilight moments’ in the
restaurant, more character revelations followed. Harold said of the party
who refer to themselves as ‘strategy consultants’, ‘They spend a lot of
their time talking about money. How much things cost, the cost of hotels,
restaurants. When they tip the waiter, maitre and maitresse d’ 50-pound
notes at the end of the play, the notes are’, (darkly), ‘very important – not
in terms of money, but as symbolic of the great deal you have going together.
You are selfish people and complicit with each other. They are
beating the system and have a glee in this.’ Harold revealed he had once
sat next to a business man at a dinner, who turned to him and said, ‘Do
you pay tax?’

‘Yes,’ said Harold.


‘You don’t need to. We should have lunch some time. You don’t need
to pay tax, you know.’


Slowly, with the help of these unexpected character tips, the actors
started to tune into their performances. It was particularly interesting to
see Harold’s brand of taste and tact at work on those who had started way
off from where he wanted them. George, who played the blind ‘negro’
Riley sent by Rose’s mysterious father, had a weakness for playing the
‘mystical’ element of his character. Early on, Harold said gently, ‘Look
– you’re not a messenger from God – you’re a messenger from Dad!
…There is a mystical element to Riley’s arrival. But that’s not what we
can play.’ As the rehearsals went on, Harold became tougher. George
had a tendency to smile beatifically through sections of his text, which,
as Harold pointed out, was ‘extremely misleading. You veer towards
ecstasy. I want you to come back from that’. Harold then tangled himself
up with cricketing metaphors. Riley knows ‘this is going to be a
tough wicket. But you’re acting as if it’s batting paradise. Whereas you
don’t know how the balls are going to break. If you see what I mean’.
Harold summed up, so there could be no misunderstanding: ‘Whatever
was going on, you tumbled into sentimentality. That can’t happen. You
must possess authority.’ Slowly, George found his performance.


Harold was even tougher with his old friend Henry Woolf. Henry,
from giving a fantastic performance at the read-through, inevitably
started to go over the top in rehearsals. ‘You can afford to simplify the
whole thing. Do not let it weigh you down, where you have come from. You should be, essentially, babbling. Too much thought is dangerous.
You’re telling too many bloody tales. I know there are 24 other stories
behind what you’re saying, but you don’t have to tell every one of them!
And… I don’t know why you’re doing it… but you keep looking out…
you dart me these little looks… is it because you think I’m going to make
a note?’


HW: ‘No Harold, it’s years of alienation, Brecht.’


HP: ‘Yes well. Scrub that.’


Harold’s ear was alert to every nuance of delivery, and he was more
brutal with Henry than anyone else – probably because they had known
each other so long. After one run, he noted suspiciously, ‘There was
something artificial, manufactured, manipulated, in the way you said
“I’ve seen him bowl down the road, oh yes”’ (referring to ‘Bert’ in his
car). ‘Why?’


Henry, who gave as good as he got, said boldly, ‘Yes. It was because I
felt a sudden rush of joy, Harold.’


‘You’ve got to guard against these… temptations,’ growled Harold.


It worked – Henry pulled his performance back, and Harold noted it approvingly
– ‘Yes. Now you’re punctilious… like a little chemist I once knew.’


And yet, Harold could be highly sensitive, when the actor was vulnerable.
Danny Dyer was the youngest member of the cast, and although
he had acted at the Almeida once before, in Certain Young Men, he was
not as experienced as the rest. He had the difficult task of delivering the
huge lists of names of the people his grandfather knew – none of whom
Danny himself had ever heard of. Seeing that Danny was struggling, Harold
diplomatically used praise, stressing that the waiter has ‘the most
imagination out of any of the characters… he completely hypnotises
them when talking’. Keith, listening to this sceptically, interjected ‘Yes,
but the guy’s a fucking moron, isn’t he?’ Harold ignored this, continuing
with his encouragement: ‘And what I particularly liked, Danny, was the
tone you took on when you started to talk about the “old deep south conglomerate”.
You became conspiratorial.’


‘You’ve lost me there, mate,’ Danny said quickly.


It was extremely hard for Danny to remember his lists – for some reason,
W B Yeats often eluded him. After a long pause while he struggled,
the SM finally gave him the line – ‘W B Yeats’.


‘Yeah,’ said Danny. ‘W B Yeats – cunt.’


Harold’s major note for Danny was that he should relish each of the
names – they should not just be a list. Each one should have colour. For instance, the first in the list – Ezra Pound – ‘Pick it out a bit more – it’s a
great name.’


‘Yeah,’ said Danny. ‘Was that a geezer or a bird?’


HP: ‘A man.’


Danny: ‘Yeah – cos it sounds like a bird, dunnit – Ezra.’


HP: ‘You ever met a bird called Ezra?’


Harold also thought Danny should make more of Carson McCullers.
He said mysteriously, ‘I mean… she wasn’t called Carson Mc Cullers for
nothing!... although… I seem to remember… she was a dwarf lesbian. A
midget. Wasn’t she, Henry?’


‘From the deep South,’ said Henry Woolf, as if this modified the situation
somewhat.


‘You’ve fucked me now, mate,’ said Danny. ‘I’ll be pissing myself.’


Even we waitresses got our moment of love. Kathy and I were on right
at the start of Celebration – the play opens with the anniversary table being
served their food. It was our job to come on with the plates behind
the waiter, Danny. Then, after the action had switched to the other table,
we appeared again at the top of the next scene, to clear the plates. The
first time we did it, Harold praised us, saying ‘it went like fucking clockwork’.
Then, when we hadn’t been on for a while, but were waiting at the
back for our moment, Harold turned round and said ‘I miss you. What
can we do about it?’


As the time neared for the plays to move into the theatre, the question
of the food came up. Osso Bucco is one of the dishes referred to in the
text. Harold said that the stage management should get it from his local
Italian, Orsino’s. It turned out they refused to offer any reduction. £15 a
go – which would amount to £105 pounds a week! Harold was shocked.


‘It’s my local. Did you say what it was for?’


Yes, said the SM.


‘Well… you obviously didn’t speak to the right person.’


‘I spoke to the manager.’


‘There are several managers,’ Harold said darkly.


Keith, on hearing all this, burst out, ‘Listen, Harold – I could make it,
spread the £15 through the company, mean we’d all get a pound more
each!’





As we reached the final lap of rehearsals, Harold gave a final few brilliant
notes – to bring back the freshness that the actors had lost. There
were a couple of places, he said, where they were starting to sound like
they all knew what they were going to say. When Bert has his long monologues,
at the end of The Room, they mustn’t get ‘too rounded’ – ‘he
doesn’t know at any one point whether he has finished or not.’


There had been no explosions in rehearsals, and although the actors
might have been sitting on a lot of repressed tension and fear, generally
the feeling was of a harmonious ride. Harold had been extremely affectionate
to Kathy and me, and I had even had the joy of a couple of moments
of being able to contribute materially to rehearsals. For instance,
at the end of The Room, when Riley calls Rose by another name, ‘Sal’,
Rose finally breaks down, saying ‘Not Sal’. When Lindsay did this, in
one of the last runs, something extraordinary happened on the line. Harold
said to Lindsay, ‘I don’t know what it is that you did, but it worked,
so do it again if you can’. I had noticed the same moment, and thought
that Lindsay had sounded suddenly younger, almost childlike, as she said
‘Not Sal’ – that is, she had gone back to the childhood self that had that
name. After rehearsals I went up to Harold and told him. ‘You’re absolutely
right,’ he said, and passed the note on to Lindsay.


I was very pleased, but unfortunately, this was probably a contributing
factor to the fatal error I then made with Harold. We had all been
invited to drinks, to meet the other company doing Richard II, at the
Gainsborough Studios. It was the Friday of the last week of rehearsals.
Chatting away with Harold and a couple of others, I remarked how accurate
a note Harold had given was. Thank you, said Harold. But, I foolishly
added, the actor in question still wasn’t doing it. At that point, Ralph
Fiennes walked past and left the party – without, I think, having first introduced
himself to Harold. And Harold’s mood suddenly flipped. Smiling
coldly, he turned to me and said, ‘Darling – you must never give me
notes.’ Everyone in the circle went quiet. ‘Oh dear,’ said Harold, looking
around. ‘I seem to have cast a froideur.’


It’s probably no coincidence this comparatively tiny example of the
Harold dangerousness happened just before we were due to move into
the theatre. However relaxed Harold seemed, there was something about
moving from the womb of the rehearsal room to putting on the show in
front of the public that raised the stakes. But I felt completely unable to 
mend the awkwardness that I felt I’d caused, and bitterly embarrassed by
my presumption. I don’t think Harold knew what to do either, and so he
ignored not only me, but Kathy as well, all through tech, dress and previews.
As a result I couldn’t fully enjoy the final excitement of hearing, seeing, and being in the show in front of an audience for the first time. I
felt I had ruined something that had been a fantastic opportunity and I
didn’t know how to put it right.


Harold’s tenseness and irritability continued to resurface as press
night approached, although not directed at me. Again, noise was an
issue. Harold wanted The Room to open with the noise of the running
tap at the sink. After the first preview, he complained to the production
manager, ‘I don’t know quite what’s going on, Rupert… but the lights
come down, and then… this usherette starts slamming the doors shut, in
a tremendous rush, making a hell of a fucking racket, you know in a tremendous
panic, stumbling over bags and God knows what… this usherette…
who I’m sure is a charming woman in herself… is making a hell of
a fucking racket. I mean… it’s ridiculously amateur. We’re not the town
hall in Woking on Trent, for God’s sake. That’s why I couldn’t hear the
water at the beginning.’


And there was also the problem, now, of people – the public who
came to see the play. Lindsay coined a phrase for the nonsense people
came up with after having seen the show – ‘bar bollocks.’ Danny foolishly
said to Harold, ‘Yeah, one old geezer came up to me and said [posh
accent] ‘I didn’t quite understand the point of you. What was the point of
you?’ Harold cut him off, smiling tensely –


‘I’d really rather… not know what they said.’


On press night, after a very good show, we all gathered for prosecco
in the green room. Harold said ‘Where are my girls?’ and kissed Lindsay
and Lia. Then, he kissed Kathy, and said ‘Where’s Nina?’ and kissed me.
At the end of the night I thanked Harold for everything – it had been fascinating
so far and I was sure it would continue so. ‘Everything?’ he said.


‘Everything,’ I said, and he smiled and kissed me again on the cheek.






 Zoë De Toledo
Crash Course: Coxing for Oxford in the Boat Race 2012

 Everyone makes mistakes. Sure. Of course. But how many people
make theirs live in front of an audience of approximately 10 million
people around the globe? That’s the position you put yourself in when
you take part in the Boat Race, where to come second is to lose and,
in the case of the 2012 race, where your failures become tomorrow’s
worldwide headlines.


Fast forward three months from the race and it’s my birthday. I’m
in a restaurant in Oxford, surrounded by my crewmates from this year
and last. It’s the summer, so we haven’t been all together for a while, and
new stories are mixed with old jokes as everyone catches up. Some things
never change, as we quickly fall back into the same patterns, routines and
roles we adopted in the run up to the race. But things are different now;
we no longer have that common goal of crossing the line first on Boat
Race day on 7 April. As I look around the table at these remarkable men
– smart, funny, dedicated, loyal, protective – I find myself thinking back
to the race day. Whilst it was a day filled with disaster, one fact remains
clear. I was steering the boat, I took us into dangerous water, and it was
my actions that cost us the race. It would be so easy for my crewmates to
blame me completely for what happened, for ruining not only 7 months
of training, but what was, for some, the culmination of years of hard
work and sacrifice. Yet looking round the table right now you’d have no
idea what I cost these guys. They say that when you lose a Boat Race the
crew tends to drift apart, but it feels like our loss this year has drawn us
closer together than ever. Maybe that’s just one of the many things that
will set the 2012 race apart from the rest.


The Boat Race is at heart a pretty simple idea. Two crews, 18 people, 6.8km. However, dig a little deeper and you see what is actually an extremely
complex, fluctuating, malleable entity. The goal is simple – cross
the finish line first – but the process is considerably more complicated.
The bends of the river Thames from the start at Putney to the finish at
Chiswick Bridge in Mortlake ensure that the tactics of the race are not
straightforward. You must negotiate the advantages and disadvantages
of your station, all the time respecting the wild conditions that the Championship
course on this tidal section of the river Thames can throw at
you. The race is around three times longer than the standard Olympic
rowing distance, the lanes aren’t buoyed, and instead coxes fight for the
best water. More notable, however, is the emotional impact of the race for
those who take part. I am not one to get especially emotionally invested if
I can at all help it, but this race draws you in. The simplicity of the rivalry,
the complexity of the race, tradition, the overwhelming force of support
from those men and women who have gone before you – all combine to
make it feel as if the outcome of this race really is life and death.


I have wanted to take part in the Boat Race for almost as long as I’ve
known anything about rowing. As the sport took a hold of me, learning
to cox on the very part of the Tideway in London where the race occurs
allowed me a close-up view of the competition. Essentially, the spectacle
of the Boat Race was intertwined with my own coxing career. My first
year at Oxford – I was doing a Master’s in Pyschological Research – I
expected to cox the Blue Boat crew. In the end, I had to settle for the reserve
crew Isis, with whom I recorded a resounding victory in the 2011
reserves race against Cambridge’s Goldie crew. Inevitably, this wasn’t
enough for me. I needed another chance to race in the main event, so I
found a place on a second Master’s course with the intention of doing
just that. I set myself a challenge for year two: this time I would not worry
about selection for the boat; instead I would try to focus solely on what I
could do to make the boat go faster. From the start of the season in September,
through to the race in April, the squad puts their lives on hold,
concentrating entirely on two things: training at the highest standard,
and doing enough work to keep you out of trouble with your supervisors
and tutors. For seven months the routine is well established. Tuesday,
Wednesday, Thursday and Friday start with a 7am session in the gym
at Iffley Road, followed by a brief spin in the lecture hall, seminar room,
hospital or lab before returning at 1:30pm for the bus ride to our beautiful
boathouse in Wallingford. Weekends are accounted for with two sessions
on the water at Wallingford, on the Tideway in London, or occasionally
at the Great Britain Olympic training centre in Caversham, just
outside Reading. A fair amount of travelling. More so for me because I chose to live not in Oxford with my team-mates and course colleagues,
but instead a little under 25 miles away in the self-proclaimed heart of
British rowing, Henley-on-Thames.


The process of trialling and training for the Boat Race is draining
and challenging, but made completely worthwhile when you arrive on
the start line at Easter. And there we were: I’m running through the mental
checklist – warm-up complete, attached to the stake-boat, kit passed
down and out of the boat so we are carrying no more weight than strictly
needed. I’m staring at my own reflection in the sunglasses of Dutch
strokeman Roel Haen, and after what seems an age, the umpire John
Garrett is ready to go. I’m barely aware of Cambridge at this stage; all
my concentration is needed to make sure we are pointed straight for the
start, no small feat in one of the fastest streams the Boat Race has seen
in a number of years. In fact we have conditions that are going to make
breaking a course record within the grasp of the winning crew today. The
boat is being pulled drastically from side to side, and I’m keeping my bow
pair – Will Zeng and Alex Woods, the furthest away from me in the boat
– busy to make sure we start correctly. My hand is in the air to signal that
I’m not ready to go, yet inexplicably I hear the umpire: ‘Attention. Go!’
OK, that’s a little strange: why did he start us with my arm still up? No
time to think about it now, we are well into the frenetic first part of the
race and, as a consequence of not being ready to go, I am not pointing in
the direction I would have wanted to be. Not ideal, but not a race decider
either. I know my crew have a quick start, and I know they will keep me
on track while I steer back to where I want to be.


In terms of tactics, the first part of the race is more or less textbook.
Cambridge won the coin toss to choose the racing stations and selected
Surrey. We race on Middlesex, so will have a small advantage in the very
first part of the course, a substantial disadvantage through the middle,
and a large advantage in the last quarter of the race. Both stations are
essentially equal over the entire distance, but the psychological benefit of
being ahead can be decisive. That’s why most coin-toss winners choose
to race on the Surrey station. No matter for us, we just have to be prepared
for the long haul, ready to win the race in the last part. We know
we just need to get to half-way ideally level. Or, at the very worst, still in
contact with Cambridge. Either is a potentially winning position. And
there we are, half-way and we are dead level. We still have most of our
advantage to go, while Cambridge are rapidly losing theirs, and we are
rowing better than ever in this race. I can’t recall many of my exact calls
during the race. I’m sure my team-mates would say the same. I have never
been one for the big inspirational one liners. I tend instead to rely on making sure I get the basics right – where we are on the course, where
the opposition is, what’s coming up next. However, there is one call I
clearly remember, maybe 30 seconds from the abrupt and early end to
what could have been an epic race. I looked over to see us dead level with
Cambridge and I told the crew: ‘We are dead level, right where we want
to be. We are going to win this race.’


And then things started to take a turn for the worst.


The 2012 race was unique for the three distinct, devastating incidents
that occurred. From the outside perspective it seems that the race was
predominantly defined by the first of these occurrences – the swimmer.
In the two weeks running up to the race there had been a lot of flotsam
and jetsam in the water, more than I have ever seen before on this stretch.
We’d been dodging around a changing obstacle course, including whole
trees, old tyres, even large electrical appliances, so we were well primed
for the possibility of obstructions during the race. When I first heard the
umpires muttering about something in the water I therefore assumed
we would be steered around it and the race would continue largely unaffected.
Then I heard the word ‘swimmer’, and suddenly I realised that the
obstruction was moving far too fast to be an inanimate object. I knew we
had the momentum in the race at this point. And I assumed this swimmer
was either drunk, an idiot, or probably both, and would do everything
he could to get out of the way. It wasn’t until he was in between the
boats that I realised we really would have to stop.


It was well after the race before I even gave the swimmer a second
thought. Too much happened from this point on, far too much, taking
my attention away from this man. To me, this is not what defined the
race, but rather what occurred after the re-start. The incident in which
I really played my part is what I will most clearly remember. The time
between the swimmer and the re-start are all a blur, just attempting to
manoeuvre through the heaving water, churned up by the full speed flotilla
that had also been brought abruptly to a halt and turned back all
around us. The re-start was a mess, yet somehow we had another good
fast start, and flew out to a solid lead.


And if I could turn back time, this is the point to which I would go.


Cambridge had a tiny bit of their bend left. Then the advantage was
all ours. I knew that they would throw everything at us, but I also knew
this was our race to win. I knew the line I wanted to steer. Yet the umpire
was warning me. Oxford. Oxford. Oxford. And I was trying to get clear,
trying not to turn out too much, not wanting to lose ground. But the boat 
wasn’t responding the way I wanted. Perhaps because of the rough water we were now fighting through. Perhaps because we were still in the higher
tempo start phase of the race. Perhaps it was just sheer incompetence
on my part. For whatever reason, we ended up overlapping blades. Clashing
in itself is not unusual in the Boat Race. It is of course unadvisable, unless
you are trailing, about to lose, and desperate. This was not a situation
I wanted to be in. In fact, it was a situation I was desperate to get out of.
Unfortunately, before I had the chance, the unthinkable happened.


The oar of my six man, the big vocal German Hanno Weinhausen,
snapped clean in half.


Immediately I shot my hand up in the air, as did the strokeman and
our President Karl Hudspith who was sitting in the 5 seat, right behind
Hanno who was now left holding a useless handle. Surely the umpire
would stop the race? Yes, I had been warned, but was he really going to
let this happen? I heard nothing, so turned my head to look behind me at
John Garrett, the man who held the fate of this race in his hands. And he
was shaking his head at me.


That was when I knew our race was over.


We were now rowing seven men against eight, with one extra passenger
in our crew. No contest. The last third of the race we effectively
rowed with two coxes: in fact the words Hanno was shouting to our
crewmates in those minutes will stay with me forever. We limped across
the finish line around five minutes later, and immediately I shot my hand
up in the air to protest, all the while knowing that this was a completely
futile gesture. As the umpire’s launch made its way to us, I formulated
my argument, trying to stay calm and to keep the crew under control.


In the confusion and uproar of the protest none of us realised what
was happening to Alex Woods, over 50 feet away from me in the bow
seat of the boat. I coxed Alex in the reserve crew Isis the year before, but
I’ve known him for a number of years before I came to Oxford, as part
of a wider rowing circle. And I knew this was a tough man both on and
off the water. Tougher than we all thought. Alex had pushed himself so
hard, built up such substantial quantities of lactic acid in his system, that
he collapsed, right there at the finish line.


Ask him now and the first thing he remembers after the re-start is
waking up in an ambulance.


In those minutes when we waited for the safety launch, when he was
hauled out of our boat, when we limped back to land with only six oars,
we didn’t know what was happening to him. We didn’t know whether
he was breathing, whether his heart was beating. After the numb feeling
that had carried me over the last part of the race, knowing we would lose, the abject terror I felt during those minutes is something I can never
forget. My overriding mental picture of the race is of my crewmates
carrying Alex out of the launch on a stretcher and delivering him into a
waiting ambulance: in fact, I have a photograph of it right beside me as
I write these words. It is my go-to image now when I need motivation or
inspiration, a testament to what the human body can do.


I remember getting out of the boat, the Isis cox Katie there to pull me
up and keep me standing. I stood there in the water with her for what
seemed like hours, her arms around me. Then I heard people shouting
my name and looked round to a bank of photographers, all desperate
for a picture of the one person solely responsible for the outcome of the
race. Katie quickly pulled me away, hiding me from the cameras.


The rest of the day was a blur, strange moments and encounters punctuated
by long periods of silence and utter grief. Shame, despair, guilt all
rushed in, clouding my perception of the events. The only clear memory
is going to see Alex in the hospital that evening, of holding his hand as
he lay in his A&E bed. Still clutching his race shirt that had been cut off
him earlier. A bruise was already forming under his eye from where the
medics hit him in the ambulance in an attempt to keep him awake. All the
while knowing I could have prevented this – if only I had steered a little
earlier, been just a few feet to the right, delayed my turn a little bit. Later
that day, I started receiving emails from all over the world, from people
I didn’t know, most of whom had no connection to Oxford or even rowing
at all. Almost all of these were incredibly supportive, but the odd one
quite vile and destructive.


That night, before bed, I emailed my crewmates. I’m so sorry. I could
have avoided this. It’s all my fault. When I woke up I already had replies
from them. No, I’m sorry, I should have rowed better in the first half of
the race, then we would have been ahead. No, I’m sorry, I should have
pushed harder and got us out of the clash. Zoe, we live and die as a team,
one person’s error is the error of the rest. I don’t know if they will ever realise
what this compassion meant to me, what it still means to me today.


So why did this mistake happen? In the media furore of the next few
days and weeks much speculation was made by those in the know. Many
thought I was on a mission to prove myself in some way, or to make a
name for myself. Some argued that I wanted to be the macho character
who single-handedly won the race for Oxford. People called for me to
admit my mistake. What they didn’t understand was that I couldn’t admit
my mistake, at least not publicly, because of an order given to us by the
media company who manage the Boat Race. This was one of the hardest experiences in the following months, hearing the opinion of those individuals
who, for whatever reason, thought they had the right to speak for
me, who thought they knew exactly what was going through my head.


Maybe I was overcompensating – hardly surprising for a female cox
in a severely male-dominated environment. It seems that female coxes
in the Boat Race are neatly placed in one of two categories, either calm,
cool, collected, or over-aggressive, loud and foul-mouthed. Evidently I
fell into the latter category. Perhaps foolishly, I think I can play either of
these roles depending on the situation. In the highly masculine world of
the Oxford University Boat Club I clearly felt the need to tend more to
the aggressive side. However, it was never my intention to try and win
the race by steering that way. I would rather have had the most tedious,
dreary, forgettable race since 1829. But I made a mistake, one error that
cost us everything, and that served to make the 2012 race even more dramatic
than it was already turning out to be.


I wish I cared less about the Boat Race, and could let my failure sink
away into the past, and never look back. It is, after all, only sport. But
the experience of 7 April, and the aftermath of the event, has had such
a profound effect that I can see quite clearly how much I have changed
since the race. The lingering emotions of guilt, shame, despair, have encroached
on all other aspects of my life, often emerging at unexpected
times. And even outside of our crew feelings about this race are complicated
and conflicting. Despite recording an official verdict of four and a
half boat lengths, I have no doubt that Cambridge will not take the pleasure
that they deserve from winning the Boat Race. Just as we did not
want to lose under those circumstances, they equally would not want the
unusual events of the 2012 race to define their win.


In the months after the race so many people contacted me about the
race, in person, in letters, in emails. But to me there is one message that
stands out from all of these, a message that I received in a letter from
someone who rowed in the losing 1949 and 1950 Oxford Blue Boats. In an eloquently composed note one thing stood out, some advice that
he had previously received from another former rower: ‘Remember that
when you’ve been an oarsman you know that nothing you do in life afterwards
can ever be as bad.’ I hope he’s right.






 James Fenton
One Poem

 
Lyric

Jeremy Prynne

Jeremy Prynne

Isn’t your oeuvre rather thynne?

Don’t hit me with your rolling pynne

Jeremy

Jeremy

Jeremy Prynne






 Harriet Walter
I Remember Pa’s Nose When He Had Been Dead Five Hours

 I remember Pa’s nose when he had been dead five hours, the nostrils
caved in, no longer needing breath. The brow that I kissed was as cold
as a window ledge.

I remember the firm squeeze of his big hand on my shoulder.


I remember my sister and I, knees on our chairs, leaning over the
nursery table, breath held, watching Pa’s hand as it hovered over a sheet
of paper, ready to pounce with a new clean line and create a perfectly
remembered shape.


I remember Ma laughing with abandon and spinach on her teeth.


I remember Ma sunbathing with a look of perfect bliss on her face.


I remember the feel of the backs of her thighs when I spread sun oil
on them.


I remember Ma taking us shopping for new sandals at Daniel Neal’s
in Kensington High Street. You could look at the luminous green X-ray
picture of your feet inside your shoes through a special machine (abolished
now – the rays thought dangerous, I suppose). We walked out of
the shop with our new, springy shoes on, enjoying the virgin white soles
perhaps for a day before they merged colour with London pavements.
This was how Summer was heralded.


I remember Granny’s hands; fingers like crabs’ legs wrapped round a
bone china teacup.


My fingers remember the weight of the sliding door to the cupboard-under-
the-stairs, and the shape of the groove/handle and the noise it
made during hide-and-seek.


I remember my first visit to Florence aged twenty-one. Slowly circling
Michaelangelo’s David in the Accademia, with no schedule. I stayed and
stayed and could find no reason to leave.


I remember running through a larch wood in Belgium. We had gone
there for lunch one day from Holland. I marvelled that I could be in
two countries in two consecutive minutes just by following a road. The
young trees let the sunlight in and were lime green and I have never felt
so weightless and free.


I remember being seven or eight and pretending to be French or
Spanish in hotels abroad and insisting that the family speak in anything
but English. I thought being English abroad was uncool – though that
expression didn’t yet exist.


I remember when I first heard the word ‘divorce’. A girl called Catherine
Sandford uttered it and it sounded secret and shameful.


I remember a cold April day in Wales, sitting in the footings of a ruined
cottage which a couple of friends planned to rebuild and raise a family in.
It was the 70s and we were dressed in dungarees and bright-coloured
ethnic cardies, gloves and hats, drinking soup outdoors in the freezing
cold. We didn’t envy them the work ahead but they did raise a family in
what is now a valuable property. They are divorced now though.


I remember a proposal. ‘Marriage is a dirty word to me,’ I said. It
sounded rather clever but did I mean it?


I remember lying on my back during a class at drama school, staring
at the sunless cool light on the Victorian ceiling, and thinking, ‘I am
where I am supposed to be’.


I remember being in Venice aged ten. In the daytime I thought it hot,
awful and smelly. At night I loved it. We stood in Piazza San Marco and
waited for the hour to strike in the clock tower. The huge bronze giants
loomed out of the dark and struck the gong. I was awed. But one smelly
daytime, I saw a beggar picking up a piece of raw meat on the street outside
a butcher’s shop. He put it in his mouth and promptly threw up. I remember
it as the same day and occasion when my father pointed out a tall
man in a huge hat and cloak with curled moustache and (perhaps) a cane.
‘That man is a very famous painter,’ my father said. ‘His name is Salvador
Dali.’ How true is this memory? Pretty nearly true, I think. But I doubt
whether the beggar and Dali were in the same place at the same time.


I remember holidays abroad:


Stripped olive trees, like long gloves pulled from bare brown arms of
dancing girls reaching for the sky.


The luminous bleed of moonlight on whitewashed walls.


The smell of pine woods. Pine needles floating in my picnic drink.


Noisy household sounds coming from open windows as I climb narrow
empty streets in blinding midday Mediterranean heat.


I remember first smelling sweet-peas in the kitchen garden of a holiday
boarding house in Kent.


I remember catching a glimpse through a slither of doorway of my
father and mother in bed in a hotel room. My father’s naked back reared
above the sheets and he seemed to be kneeling over my mother. I couldn’t
make it out, but it felt serious.


I remember falling in love, sitting on some rocks by a lighthouse on a
summer night in Cornwall, the slow sea lapping and the moonlight folding
into the waves, and knowing I would remember it.


I remember making love in a railway carriage, in a dressing room and,
quite recently, outdoors in a car park where we later realised we had been
caught on CCTV.


I remember the smell of stale beer as I cleaned up in a London club
the morning after the night before. It was my job to get the space ready
for lunchtime theatre. I had to kick the odd sleeping waiter awake as they
sprawled on the benches, snoring and reeking. The dive was said to be a
mafia meeting place. Once my handbag was stolen with my house keys
(my mother’s house still) and that week’s wages (£12 or so) in it. Nothing
I could do. As I was leaving that evening, a man in a pork pie hat whispered
to me to follow him. He led me up a narrow staircase to a Gent’s
loo. My bag and its contents were spilt all over the floor. Only the money
had gone. I looked round for the pork-pie man, but he had gone. I felt initiated.
Correction: I didn’t know I felt initiated then, but now I do.


I remember the first person I knew who died. She was a teacher at my
primary school. Her death was announced in assembly on the first day
of term. She was called Mrs Barton and had a red face and woolly grey
hair tied in a bun (didn’t most teachers?). At some point not long after
that I saw Mrs Barton on a bench on a corner by the Natural History
Museum.


I remember so many pillows soaked with tears.


I remember the sting of salt in my eyes, gulping and choking in a
rough sea.


I remember hysterical giggles just about everywhere.


I remember not being able to swallow mashed potato at school. It felt
like putty sticking to the roof of my mouth and it just stayed there. I remember the hard bench and the plastic table cloth and having to sit there
well into the afternoon.


I remember never tiring of looking at the photos of our childhood in
my mother’s album. I remembered the days and the occasions because
they had been photographed. When, decades later I looked at my father’s
albums for the first time, there was a girl/stranger up a tree, on a wall,
waving in the background. It patently was me but I had no recollection of
the days because I had never seen the photos.


I remember my older sister’s sixteenth birthday. She had a pink coat
on and we were walking past the BBC building at Broadcasting House
in a bitter wind.


I remember having dysentery in Sicily in the 60s. I floated in and out
of consciousness. I remember thinking there was a dragon in my suitcase.
Apparently I nearly died.


I remember meeting Laurence Olivier backstage after he had seen me
in a play. Apparently he had especially asked for me. I remember going
home and thinking ‘I can die now’.


I remember touching the pyramids at Giza.


I remember seeing a reindeer, much smaller than imagined, in the
Arctic Circle at one a.m. in broad daylight.


I remember standing on a loo seat to look out of a little window in
the back of a school house in an African village. Through the tiny paneless
square I saw a woman sucking on segments of an orange. The peel
dropped on to the orange dusty road which led to the horizon where a
milky orange sun prepared to dive. I remember saying, ‘Remember this
forever’.


I remember the smell of frying onions as Peter, crooning Astaire
style, concocted a meal.


I will always remember his death.






 Lucy Sisman
Losing a Life

 
One Art

The art of losing isn’t hard to master;

so many things seem filled with the intent

to be lost that their loss is no disaster,

Lose something every day. Accept the fluster

of lost door keys, the hour badly spent.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

Then practise losing farther, losing faster:

places, and names, and where it was you meant

to travel. None of these will bring disaster.

I lost my mother’s watch. And look! my last, or

next-to-last, of three beloved houses went.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster,

some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent.

I miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.

– Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture

I love) I shan’t have lied. It’s evident

the art of losing’s not too hard to master

though it may look like (Write it!) a disaster.


— Elizabeth Bishop


It was just an ordinary day. Don’t all disaster stories start the same? Birds are singing. Someone on a bicycle or with a ladder is whistling. And then, all of a sudden... Or am I mixing disaster with horror? I don’t think I am: horror has suspense. In her villanelle, ‘One Art’, Elizabeth Bishop thinks losing is no disaster. She says practice helps. But I’m torn about this losing thing. It was worse for me because I thought I had nothing to lose.


So, ordinary day. I went to the office, turned the key and thought ‘funny’.
And then I thought ‘that’s really funny’. The night before, a brand
new computer had still been in its packing – packing that was now a
mass of torn and shredded paper, like the carnage of Christmas morning
only minus gift. And there, too, were my precious, brass-handled sewing-scissors: scissors reserved solely for cutting taffeta or linen, not to be
blunted by card or paper.


A Break-In Suite. OK, Lucy, do something: reach for the phone. Not
there. Look up a phone number — where’s the address book? Gone.
Turn on a computer? All taken. Camera? Missing. Were these things
‘filled with the intent to be lost’ as Bishop thinks some things are? Or
was it just my burglars, filled with their intent? I went to sit at the desk
and rally my spirits, but felt queasy, thinking of my bum being where so
recently the burglar’s bum had been while he — it’s a he for sure — rifled
my drawers. I found a dish cloth, spread it out and sat down.


Whose bum? Thrill-seeking kids? Middle-aged pro? Desperate loner?
He came in through the bathroom window so he must have been a bloody
gymnast.


Half dazed, I looked about for what wasn’t there.


All the usual things were gone – that is, the pricey stuff which is also
strangely easier to replace. ‘Accept the fluster?’ Did I have a choice? I
was flustered and slow to take it all in. Almost everything was tossed on
the floor, but aside from the swiped technology there was little beloved
gone. Design studios have poor pickings: pencils, pens, paper. To a designer,
though, they are your mother’s watch. Boxes marked ‘printing
techniques’ and ‘paper samples’ were left untouched. Otherwise I’d had
a good going over.


This was a crime scene all right. My boyfriend came. The cops came
— this is New York — then DIs in their terrible ties and strained, button-popping shirts. It was a good turn out. Some uniform smeared the
walls and doors with soot, looking for fingerprints (tip: it doesn’t wash
off) while various phones and radios played a cacophonous version of
Rhapsody in Blue.


My cell phone rang and signalled ‘friend from England’. ‘I can’t speak now’, I said. There was a pause. Then: ‘I’m very sorry to tell you the barn
was burnt down to the ground.’ This was the barn I rented to store all my
English possessions. Me: ‘What, everything?’


‘Everything.’


My boyfriend steadied me as I slid down the door-frame. My other
phone, my English cell phone, now rang. (Snubbed by the thief: in phone
terms it’s a Ford Cortina.) ‘I can’t really speak just now,’ I said. This was
answered by: ‘I’m very sorry to tell you, but your mother is in the hospital.’
‘How bad?’ ‘Very.’


Disaster? I don’t want you to get the impression I’m callous or cruel.
But, it was ‘burnt down to the ground’ that dealt the vaster blow. The
office loss was petty, irritating, expensive. It would set me back as surely
as clock hands wind backwards. But the back-up was current: I’d lost
two days max on the main computer. On the others, loss was complete.
There would just be a permanent gap like the time after surgery.


(Bewildering. I’d liked my camera though — a birthday present — it
had always taken good snaps. Odd how some machines are easy to love
while others leave you cold. Some work easily, never any bother, always
do what they’re meant to. I remember crying as I said goodbye to a vacuum
cleaner that was divided spoils after a failed romance. I was actually
fond of it. It rather took me aback. But I’d never particularly warmed to
a green car I’d hunted and bought — yet always thought it was somehow
not on my side, malevolent in some weird way. I’d never really done
anything worthwhile — a few love letters perhaps — on the old Apple
with the brown keys. It was unfriendly. I still mourn an alarm clock
that was once my constant companion for 100-hour work weeks which
used up my thirties and forties. It’s somewhere in a box, too significant
to throw away, but, without its hour hand, really just garbage. An hour
badly spent? Inanimate objects picked out at random are anything but
an hour badly spent: at best they respond, they hum, they serve; at worst
they have tantrums, need coaxing, slapping or ignoring altogether. You
have to learn their ways: the things the instructions don’t tell you about. I
don’t believe all this of course, just as I don’t believe in God or the afterlife,
but I still thank him when disaster doesn’t strike and I feel spooked
in a graveyard after dark.)


I loved my mother, but I didn’t like her very much. She wasn’t the
mother I wanted or needed. I’ve found great replacements all over the
world, but I know they were stand-ins. Jill Archer can make me blub. I
sobbed over The Parent Trap. It’s embarrassing. Every child has imagined
their parent’s grief as they lie six feet under. But one day it struck me that the grief might not be the wailing and regret I relished, rather a familiar
shrug of ‘oh well’. That was infuriating to think about. With help I learnt
to give up some of the wanting. The truth is she started it: I’m not sure
she liked me. The story went I was a whopper baby (a nine pounder) and
had whooping cough and cried a lot. We grow into our stories. None of
this endeared me to her. On top of that, I grew to look just like my father.
Later, like him, I became a designer too. After they went through
their take-no-prisoners divorce there wasn’t much maternal good will
to spare.


Even when I was small I could spot the blessed – those who’ve been
loved by their mothers and those who haven’t. It’s a make of radar only
the slighted can see. Not my brother, for instance; and not Will Fiennes
for sure. In The Snow Geese, Fiennes’s mother comes to the hospital
to pick him up after an operation armed with a cushion to protect his
wound from the seat belt for the journey home. But he’s been so patted
and padded he could barely remember it when quizzed. It just wasn’t an
issue. Those of us with no cushioning have a shadowiness, a furtiveness,
a missing calm. We’re unprotected and can tag each other across any divide.
The loved ones have no idea what I’m talking about. It isn’t hard to
muster sympathy for Jane Eyre with no mother (Jane Eyre with parents
is no book). But the disaster of a living mother with little love is more elusive.
Loving care wasn’t my mother’s to offer: she had too little to spare
because she’d herself been so wanting. But isn’t that always the way? She
turned her older sister into the missing mother and then managed to die
before her sibling. That bit I found particularly irritating.


After my mother died I threw myself into organising her funeral
with a fervour that surprised me. I felt strangely safer — she’d beaten
me to it — and I wanted a marker. On a trip to Springs, Long Island, I
once visited Jackson Pollock’s grave and saw the bloody big boulder, his
wife, Lee Krasner had lowered on top. And a happy funeral day was my
version of Krasner’s stay-there-you-bastard. My brother, a biographer,
read (well, he had written it, naturally) her eulogy. His big theme was
how much he always knew he was loved. I felt like laughing out loud. Or
murder. His daughters echoed their dad, ‘we felt so loved’, they cooed.
My eulogy was – nothing to say. At the wake afterwards several people
came up and asked if I might arrange their funerals. Surely somewhere
someone was squirming?


So the news of this last trip to hospital wasn’t perhaps what it should
be in terms of shock and grief. My sadness — yes, there was sadness —
was doubled-barbed: big grief from Day One and this smaller nagging
loss of ‘well-that’s-just-great-now-it-can-never-be-right’.


The barn fire. Where do I start? I’m a hoarder, a filer, a sorter, a librarian of life. My life. In the barn were rows of shelves with labelled boxes that charted who I was and what I’d done: boxes of treasures, boxes of letters organised by sender; boxes of ephemera of every sort; boxes of books (lots and lots); box files marking changing technologies; xeroxes, stats, floppy disks, CDs, DVDs; home boxes; office boxes; clothes boxes; hat boxes, shoe boxes, boxes of boxes, just-about-anything boxes. I kept not just my things, but other people’s too. By now I’d accumulated all my father’s boxes, each beautifully labelled with his sumptuous calligraphic hand. I still had some of my ex-husband’s baby things which otherwise he was going to throw out — throw out! — as well as my ex-step-grandmother-in-law’s clothes and sewing things. The stuff just grew. Those boxes of my father’s were particularly precious, not just for their labels, but their precision to mislead: clearing his house after his death my brother and I came across files marked ‘Gas bills: 1972-1979’ which when opened were full of dirty photos of naked exs, sorted using a system all his own. It had been the one bright spot to that horrible day. My boxes in the barn had been there a while. They were stored there while I lived without them somewhere else. Their presence and order was a cushion over the wound. Now and again I’d go to retrieve or check and remind myself of myself.


This saving and filing thing started early. As a child I’d keep chocolate for later, save my pocket money, keep boxes of bits of things. I saved the newspaper from all my birthdays. I’d hang and fold my uniform as soon as I got home from school, and, probably because of it, I can still wear the regulation cardigan. I’ve always kept my shoes stored in bags in their boxes with trees to keep their shape. I’ve sometimes toyed with the idea of writing what I wore where, but stopped myself in time. At art school I started a picture library: too bad I hadn’t much to put in it, but even then I recognised that was less relevant and that set-up was everything. In early days of work, before computers, I’d save bits of typesetting and letter-press printing and keep them ordered and filed. I collected ampersands and printer’s fists waiting for the perfect opportunity to come along to use them. Of course I kept letters, birthday cards, even Christmas cards, love letters of course. I’m a cliché. I’ve kept CDs and books in alphabetical order, cook books according to region, postcards separated by artists and/or region too. Should Doisneau’s picture of Picasso with arms hidden under the table with the illusion of bread rolls for fingers belong under ‘Picasso’s art’ or ‘black and white photos’. I remember it worrying me. A librarian’s worry.


Alexander Liberman once asked me why I wasn’t using a particular photograph as the cover for a magazine I was working on at Condé Nast in New York. ‘I’m saving it,’ I told him. He snapped back ‘never save anything’, but that was like telling a blackbird not to sing. I often think about what he said, and if it had any meaning for me, but the idea of saving has greater allure. My ex-husband bought me an Yves Saint Laurent jacket and once asked me why I never wore it on beach walks. Saving it for later or best is just how it is. Never mind the world turns and scraps of letters cease to have meaning, or best never comes. I’m aware I’m describing habits more crazy than charming. I’m hanging on. My mother didn’t have it so bad: after her death when I cleared out her wardrobe some of her clothes still had their tags on them and many shoes sat unworn in their boxes. Same thing? It felt more like acquisitiveness or negligence to me.


This isn’t all nuts. It has sometimes been useful. Old type specimens saved over many years have been the basis for many mastheads and logos and some are now digitised fonts. A jeweller friend makes exquisite necklaces from tiny glass beads and I was able — it was hard — to give her my bead collection, much of it made up from my grandmother’s and my ex-husband’s great grandmother’s stash. Each box — there were six — contained other tiny boxes, each sorted and labelled. I’m quietly proud of never having bought elastic bands or paper clips. Elastic bands come free around my post. Paper clips just go round and round. I’m good at keeping friends too. I remember birthdays. From time to time I dig up people who’ve drifted away. The only old boyfriends who don’t talk to me any more are dead, still drinking (or married, still).


OK, so I’m stalling a little in getting to the fire. I’m building suspense but disaster is coming. When I moved back to England my library was packed by a diligent intern before it went into storage — each book double wrapped in acid free paper. She resigned the day she finished the last book, but by then she’d filled over 60 boxes. All my work as a designer was in there — labelled, filed, filling flat files, boxes, tubes, portfolios. And, of course, the back-up in metal trunks dated, filed and protected from moths, weevils or damp. I never thought of fire. The egoist in me mourns — no retrospective ever.


40 years of British and American Vogue. Good condition. (24 boxes). 30 years of old New Yorkers (sort of pointless now everything’s online). Four large chests of antique textiles collected from all over. All my father’s boxes — there were about 30 — including printing sets (4 boxes), stencils (2 boxes), gold leaf (1), rubber stamps (7). The numbers are accurate because, well, I wrote them down. There was furniture too, and the contents of my workshop — oh I’m weary.


Like Bishop I’ve lost a city as well — I chose to lose it — and over the years it’s changed and so I’ve lost it even more. And like Bishop I miss it. Leaving England I became English, but when I come back to England I’m even more a foreigner. In America, I barely notice my Englishness any more except when telling a joke. James Corden falling over in One Man Two Guvnors is funny because falling over is hardwired into who I am. Slapstick. And I lost a husband. A gesture I didn’t love.
You know what happened anyway so what’s the point of writing it down. It was ‘burnt to the ground’. I wasn’t there. I was busy living somewhere else. The Thames Valley Police emailed the third-hand story: a groom from the big house about a mile away reported seeing figures dancing around an enormous fire around 10pm. Flames. There were explosions. On the phone the detective told me unless I had CCTV footage it was hopeless. I jumped on a plane and arrived to see smoke still hanging over waist-deep ash, but really it was a whole load of nothing. I imagined I could rake through it and salvage something — anything — I even bought a garden sieve. But it was like an unlucky dip as I groped about to feel for treasures and found just airy nothing. Books do a funny thing when they burn: they retain their shape, but the pages lose all their printing and go super-white — ghost books — each as fragile as a dandelion so any gust of wind or touch shatters them into air. It took a while to identify what survived, all of it useless: foot-long curls of wire that were once bindings; handfuls of staples; twisted coins; blackened fired pottery; twisted lumps of glass.


‘Intent to be lost.’ Had I found, sorted, folded, filed, packed, ordered and saved for this? I miss them. My back-up. My mother’s love.






 Matthew Ira Swaye
One Lucky Duck

 Sometimes at Ollie’s on 116th they bring the tofu with black bean sauce and there’s a piece of shrimp in it. A piece of shell or a whole tail. What I also don’t like is being called Baby – in bed, least of all – or cleaning out the cat box or jewellry that incorporates both silver and gold.


I’ll grab Paparazzi out of the blue sometimes and squeeze her head off. Her grey old carcass tenses up and she struggles to get free. But, then, too, against her will, she’s purring – really purring, like a baby kitty. And Simon says that when foaming milk for the perfect cappuccino, you need to listen for the tension point: the wand must neither be fully immersed, he says, nor should it ever be completely withdrawn. He says that a chemical change occurs. From which there’s no returning to milk-as-we-know-it.


It used to be, once in a while, I’d be dating a man and he’d kiss my neck before I even knew him very well at all.


Simon has nice feet. He’s usually very good about asking a follow-up question that shows me he’s been listening.


I can only really walk arm-in-arm with someone who’s shorter than me or much-much taller or else I don’t get much out of it.


Simon’s family’s not really from Beijing. They’re from Tianzhen. It’s small and actually some 200 kilometers from China’s capital.


Sometimes, lately, I’m flat-out rude to Paparazzi. She cost just $67 – shots included. I got her in college. Lately, Paparazzi cries all night: my mother says she’s ‘very verbal’. My mother’s a speech therapist. My mother never once said I was verbal: she says I cried a lot: she says I should go to the gym.


Come to think of it, my grandmother had a silver and gold tennis bracelet.


Maybe I miss just driving. The map kinda crumpled on the dash.


Simon says I’m Rubensesque.


We have Save The Date photo-magnets side-by-side on the refrigerator for J & P in Westport, Connecticut and for E & D the following weekend on the tip of Long Island.


I don’t like being spoken to when I’m on the goddamn treadmill.


Simon certainly likes to make love in the morning lately.


When Simon came home from the V deposition in Boston, Paparazzi purred her head off.


Once upon a time, my father says, they used to make ashtrays by the boatload in Home Economics and, ‘When the hell did the corkscrew become a ‘wine-key’?’ and, then, tipping his imaginary cap, ‘Well, best foot forward, then, my little darling’. Most of my kids are Dominican, this year. They call me Miss. Not Miss McConnell or even Miss Catherine – just plain Miss. I have excellent health benefits while Simon’s, at the firm, are just OK. Teaching, they say, is learning in front of a classroom.


Merriam-Webster defines magnetism as ‘an ability to attract or charm’.


Maybe they’re over-working the cooks at Ollie’s.


I love Paparazzi. Sometimes I’d rather be alone. Next time, I’m getting a box turtle. Simon has come close to proposing three times that I know of. He’s got a good head for business. Simon certainly has his ducks in a row. You can kinda see them standing quietly next to him. Simon says the term ‘developing countries’ is insulting. He’d always been rather fine really with Third World, he says. He never knew his father. He’s got nice feet, pressed khakis, and the haircut, probably, of the father he never knew. Simon’s very thorough with the cat box. Everyone says I’m lucky.






 An Interview with Pat Brown, Mother of a Murdered Liverpool Prostitute
‘It’s a Closed Coffin...’

 Areté From the day she was born?

Pat From the day she was born she did nothing but cry.

Areté And why was that?

Pat She was just one of them babies. She was a real crier. I asked the nurse in the hospital what was wrong with her. She said, ‘She’s just one of them kids.’ A very unhappy baby.


Areté  Was she your first?


Pat  No she was me second. Er, but she was me first girl. Erm, but it was still all new to me because I had me son when I was sixteen. I’ve got an elder son who’s 32. Erm, so – but I didn’t have him with me. Me Mum and Dad looked after him, so when I had Pauline it was like being all new. I didn’t understand anything, ye know like, why this child came in to the world screaming and never stopped. And she never stopped crying until she was thirteen. All my life she never s- she moaned and cried – temper tantrums. She was a horrible child. [Laughs affectionately] Horrible child. But as she got older, er, we used to sit and we used to talk and er she got in to a little bit of trouble with her boyfriend at thirteen and – ’cause she kept saying, well all as I want is a baby – that’s all I want, I want a baby to love.


Areté  She was saying that when she was thirteen?


Pat  This is when she was thirteen. Erm, she said – she didn’t know what she wanted in life. She sat on the bed crying – ‘What am I gonna do with me life, Mum, what am I gonna do with me life?’ And I say to her, ye know, you got to work hard at school, ye got to be good. Pauline was very rebellious. But she had a heart of gold with it, ye understand? Erm,as I say, she told me she was gonna get pregnant when she was sixteen. She said, ‘You can’t stop me getting pregnant when I’m sixteen. I just want a baby.’


Areté  She told you that when she was thirteen?


Pat   She told me that when she was thirteen. Oh she was determined she wanted a baby. So, the day she came in and told me she was pregnant, we both cried. And I said to her, no, you’re getting rid. I said, ‘It’s a baby bringing up a baby.’ I said, ‘I’ve done it. I’ve been there.’ I said, ‘I don’t want you to ruin your life.’ But because she was sixteen I couldn’t stop her. And I’ve never known anyone go through a pregnancy like that in my life. It was awe-inspiring. Because she never moaned the whole time she was pregnant. She woke me up the day she was in labour and I didn’t believe her. I thought, ‘Yer ‘avin me on’, because she told so many lies over the years. I thought no, yer- , yer crying wolf. I’m not interested. Leave me alone and go back to bed. She was so laid back it was unbelievable. As I say I thought she was lying to me. And she’s going, no Mum, I’m getting pains. I said ye can’t be Pauline, nobody can be getting contractions and be this calm. So this is at five o’ clock in the morning. So I gets on the phone to the hospital. I said, look, I said, Me daughter said that she’s in labour but I don’t think so. I said she’s too calm. ‘Well when they get to every three minutes, give us another ring.’ Put the phone down. And she’s sitting there and she went, ‘Here’s another one.’ So I made her a cup of tea, and she went, ‘Oh, there’s another one.’ And I’m timing them, and they’re every three minutes. I said, ‘I’ve only just got off the phone.’ So I rings them back up, I said, ‘Look,’ I said, ‘She says she’s getting the pains every three minutes,’ I said, ‘But, I can’t see it.’ ‘Bring her in.’


So I goes in with her, pacing up and down as you do, and erm, nurse comes in, checks her out, she went, ‘Oh God yeh,’ she said, erm, I think she was six- , six centimetres dilated. ‘I can’t believe this.’ So she goes to the ward, I said, ‘Do you want any pain relief?’ She went, ‘No, I’m all right.’ I said ‘Go and have a smoke.’ So she goes out, has a ciggie. She’s huffing and puffing a little bit. ‘Are you all right?’ She said, I think it’s about time now I had a little bit of pain medication. OK. So we go back in to the room, they gave her pethadine. I’m thinking she was as high as a kite. And the next thing she said to me, ‘I wanna push.’ I said, ‘You can’t push, ye waters haven’t gone yet.’ She said, ‘I’m telling you, I wanna push.’ So me still thinking she was having me on, I gets the nurse through, I said, ‘She said she wants to push. Her waters haven’t broke.’ She said, ‘Oh wouldn’t that be lovely. You go out.’ So we went out, and er I was just going to the top to go outside to have a ciggie, she called me back, she went, ‘Would you like to be there when we deliver the baby?’ And I went, ‘Yer, of course.’ ‘Well ye better come in now then.’ That’s how quick it was, and erm, the only thing she turned round and said was, ‘This is Mickey Mouse’s fault’ – as she gave birth. ’Cause she was high on the pethadine. I couldn’t believe it. On my life I could not believe it. I thought how brave you know how strong she was to do this. Anyway she had the baby.


Areté   Was the father around? 


Pat  No, we went and told the father about er three days later that
she’d had the baby because Pauline – Pauline didn’t want –


Areté  	He knew she was pregnant?


Pat  He knew yeh. But Pauline kept saying to me, ‘I’m not sayin’ he’s the father, mum, because it wasn’t consensual sex.’ I said, ‘What de ye mean?’ She said er, ‘He raped me.’ And right up until six months before she died she said she wanted nothing more to do with this man, because she said he raped her. And I said, ‘How could he rape ye when ye were going out with him, Pauline, and ye were having sex?’ She said, ‘Yeh,’ she said, ‘but at that time,’ she said, ‘I didn’t say yeh,’ she said, ‘so it was rape.’ I said, ‘OK.’ But she didn’t want nothing to do with him. She wanted to bring this baby up on her own. And – we were at me Mum and Dad’s wedding anniversary and she was – I think she was about a week before she had the baby, so she was huge and that. And me Mum said to her, ‘So, Pauline, what are ye gonna do with ye life now?’ She said, ‘Ye’ve done everything.’ So she said, ‘Nan,’ she said, ‘I’m gonna turn around and I’m gonna do it all again – all over again.’ Me Mum just laughed at her.


Areté   Did she mean she was going to have another baby?


Pat  No, I think she just meant that ’cause she’d had a drink. Never drank for the last erm, six, seven years, erm, but back then she liked a drink, go out to a club er and just generally be a teenager basically. That was all until she met Barry Stockdale. The baby was three weeks old, I think – three, four weeks old. And she comes strolling in, ‘I met this fella, mum.’ She said, ‘He’s brilliant. He’s a taxi driver. He’s made up that I’ve got the baby. He loves the baby. And he’s gonna look after me.’


Areté   She wasn’t living with you at the time?


Pat  She was living with me. My house. But she’d gone out. And she came back and told me she’d met this Barry. So I said, ‘OK’, and she stayed with me for a couple of months, and we had a row, and it was probably over this Barry Stockdale. Because I didn’t like him. Anyway, next thing she packed up and she, she went. Took the baby with her. And er – she was living in Dodge. Remember the flats above the shops? She was living there with this Barry Stockdale. And I thought everything was OK. Next thing was, Barry Stockdale got arrested. So she come home –


Areté   Was she still sixteen at this time?


 Pat   She was seventeen.


 Areté   And how old was Barry?


Pat   He was – I think he was about 26 then. Erm, she came home with the baby and she stayed with me for about twelve months. Anyway Barry Stockdale comes out again, and off she goes again. She ended up living in Wales. And I never see her, er for nearly twelve months. Never heard from her.


Areté   What was he arrested for?


Pat   Do you know what, to this day I don’t know. But I think it was to do with drugs. It wasn’t until a couple of years later that I found out that Pauline was on the gear. And how she got on the gear was through peer pressure with him. He was already on it, er, but we didn’t know none of this. ’Cause we didn’t know nothing about drugs then. And he was saying to her – Pauline sat and told me all about it. She said, ‘Mum’, she said, ‘He was horrible. He was saying to me, yer a chicken, ye don’t wanna try it. Ye know, why won’t ye try it just for me?’ Ye know, and all this. And in the end she probably got fed up with it and said, well OK, anything you can do, I can do as well. And she had a go. And got hooked. But the rea- son Barry Stockdale wanted her on the gear was because he locked her in a room, and to get money for his drugs he was pimping her to his mates. So that went on for a while.


Areté   Where was this?


Pat   This was in Wales. Erm, he was bringing fellas over. He locked her in the room – he wouldn’t let her out the house. He brought his, his mates and associates and what have ye. And if she didn’t do as she was told she’d get a hiding.


Areté   So he’d bring fellas from Liverpool over to Wales.


Pat   Yeh. Basically. So that – anyway – gets a phone call from her – we went and got her. Went an’ got her. We brought her back. And erm, I still didn’t know nothing about the drugs. Really didn’t. This is how stupid I am. I didn’t know nothing. I thought she was just tired all the time.


Areté   Did she have the baby with her all this time?


Pat   She had the baby, yeh. And I was working in the snooker hall at the time, and this fella used to come in. His name was Jimmy. I can’t remember his second name. Big man. Big huge man. He was in the army. And he took a fancy to Pauline. And Pauline being Pauline, thinking that he’ll be – this man’s gonna look after me.


Areté  Was she hanging round the snooker hall all the time?


Pat   Yeh, because I was working there. And erm, I didn’t even know she was seeing him, it was so weird. Next thing she gets a place down in Bark Rd in Litherland. A house. ‘How the hell did ye get that?’ She said, ‘Oh, it’s council.’ Anyway she got this three bedroom house. Lovely house. She said, ‘Ye must come down, Mum, come down any time ye want.’ And I didn’t bother. I never really bothered until she’d been there about twelve months. And I went down to see her and this Jimmy was sitting there. But the change in him, I couldn’t believe it. I went, ‘What the hell happened to you?’ ‘I’ve got – , got a bad back. Been on medication.’ Then Pauline came here one day – and my mate was here, Yvonne, she took one look at our Pauline and she said, ‘And how long have you been on heroin?’ Well ye coulda knocked me down with a feather. I went, ‘What?’


Areté  Yvonne got on to it straight away?


Pat   Well, she’d lived with it because of her family all been twenty odd years on it. Whereas I didn’t see any signs, she knew straight away. She said, ‘Pauline, tell ye mother – ye mother, the truth.’ She said ‘er, I’m not.’ Yvonne said, ‘Don’t lie.’ She said, ‘Because I’ve lived with it and I know when somebody’s an addict.’ Next thing Pauline broke down and I broke down, we’re cuddling each other. I said, ‘I’ll get ye through this. We’ll work it together, ye know?’ ‘Please Mum, help me, help me.’ So I said, ‘It is not a problem. We will get it sorted.’ Brought her back home here, and she stayed on the couch, put the baby into the bed, and I never left her. I stayed with her. For four days I stayed with her. I wouldn’t go to work. I wouldn’t go to the shops. Just stayed with her.


Areté  She was going cold turkey.


Pat   Yeh. Erm, the only thing we got for her was er dehydro-codeine, just to take the edge off. And she was hallucinating about the baby – seeing the baby lying dead and all this, ye know. I’m going, ‘No it’s fine. Everything’s fine. The baby’s in bed. It’s OK, don’t worry.’ So erm, four days we sat and she stank. I had to lift her up and put her in the bath because it’d help ease the pains that she was going through. I thought great, she’s doing really well. This is gonna work. Then this Jimmy came down. And he said, ‘OK, Pat, I’ll stay with her. You – , you go to work, she’ll be fine.’ So I said, ‘All right, Jim, thanks.’ Ye know, ’cause I needed the money. And when I come in she was all happy and – well I didn’t know, did I? – he come down with a bag of smack to give to her. Because Pauline was his money. Anyway they moved, they moved from here, because I’d thought she was clean.


Areté   So when you say she was his money – 


Pat  He was using her. 


Areté  He was using her in the same way as the previous fella...


Pat  Yeh, but I didn’t – yeh but I didn’t know this at the time. It wasn’t until she moved up by me sister Shirley in Kensington, and I’d said to Shirley, ‘Go round, to make sure the baby’s OK, bring the baby down to see me.’ So she went round and Jimmy wouldn’t let her in. And the baby’s like at the door, ye know? ‘Ye all right, James [the baby]?’ She said, ‘I wanna see Pauline’, and he said, ‘Ye can’t, she’s – , she’s asleep.’ So she went round the next day and this went on for nearly a week. And in the end she got one of her lads to come round with her. Anyway, they broke in – kicked the door in. And he had... put nails through all the windows... er, and padlocked the bedroom door, so she couldn’t get out. She was trapped, but he was using the baby, like erm, ‘You don’t do as you’re told, you don’t get to see him.’ It was one of them.


Areté   This is exactly what was going on in Wales, wasn’t it? A repeat of –?


Pat  Yeh. But it’s like it was worse, so I –


Areté   Did the two fellas know each other?


Pat  No. I think Pauline had told Jimmy about what Barry Stockdale had done, and he’s thought, ‘Oh well hang on here, I could do that.’ But he used the baby like a weapon. So, er [sighs] where am I up to...


Areté   So your sister called round?


Pat  Me sister called round and we got her out. She’s er, screaming, ‘I’m not going home, I’m not going home.’ See Pauline was erm a lovely girl – didn’t matter what she went through. As long as I wasn’t hurt and I didn’t know, that was OK, ’cause she’d never brought any trouble to me door. So Shirley came and said to me, ‘This is what I found, Pat.’ In the meantime she’d got off. She’d got off.


Areté   Pauline?


Pat  Yeh. With erm, with the baby and this Jimmy. And the next thing was this man knocked on me door. The man’s dead now, God bless him, but he knocked on me door with this like folder. He asked me if I was Pauline’s mum, so I thought he was a policeman or a solicitor or something like that. I went, ‘Yeh, why?’ He said, ‘Look,’ he said, erm, ‘She really needs your help.’ So I said, ‘Well who are you?’ He said, ‘I’m just a very good friend of hers.’ So I brought him in, and he said ‘erm, we’ve been to the top of your road on a number of occasions, but she’s too frightened.’ I said, ‘I need to know that she’s OK.’ So he said, ‘She’s all right at the minute’, he said, ‘but I’m really worried about her.’ She wants to come home. So he said – erm, but she’s with this fella whose not gonna let her go because she’s earning money for him. So I asked him what he meant and oh God when he told me. [She begins to cry] I wrecked this house. I wrecked it. And I asked him, ‘Did he know where she was?’ And he said, ‘Yeh.’ He said, ‘But this Jimmy fella wouldn’t let her out.’ So I got the big- gest man out of Eden Vale that I know, and the three of us went down there. They were in this hovel on the dock road. It was stinking. The baby was filthy. Pauline was lying in a bed of filth. And there was no sign of this fella. And erm, I just took – [Taking tissue] Thanks love. I just took one look at her. I said, ‘get ye gear on and get out.’ So... she did. I grabbed the baby and I brought her home. And we did the same thing again. Stayed up a week with her. Making sure everything was OK, making sure she didn’t need anything, putting her in the bath again, doing everything I could to get her off this stuff. And I thought she was clean...


Areté   And how old was she then?


Pat  She was...twenty-one. So then all the hiding of things started. Erm...things going missing. Giving her money to go and pay a bill and it wasn’t getting paid. I never even thought nothing of it. Going out, ‘I’ll be back in an hour, Mum.’ OK. ‘You don’t mind watching the baby?’ I’m going, ‘Where are ye going every time ye go out?’ She said, ‘Oh I’m just going to me mates.’ [Pause] Ye know and she’d come back and she’d be sitting and she’d be lolling about, and I’m looking at her and I’m, ‘There’s some thing not right here. There’s something definitely not right.’ And it was me other daughter Margaret, who turned round and screamed at me, ‘What’s going on with our Pauline? She’s on something.’ And I was going, ‘She’s not on anything. She’s OK. She’s just dealing with it.’ ‘No, mum. No. This is what’s going on. She’s back on it, because I can tell by the way she’s acting.’ She was yawning all the time, lolling about, falling asleep. And er... I wouldn’t believe that she was back on it – I really wouldn’t believe it.


Areté   Did you confront her over it?


Pat  I did, and she kept saying, ‘No Mum I’m not on anything. I’m just tired. I’m just tired.’ And this went on for about eight months – this is how stupid I am. She didn’t go out in the afternoon, she went out at night. And she come back round about nine, half nine, ten o’clock. It didn’t bother me because she’s a young girl. I didn’t know. And then she came and said to me that she’d met this fella, Mark Ryder, and er, he, he worked for a solicitor, and he had a Jeep, and he had his own house in Southport. And I thought, Oh well maybe this time it is. Maybe it’s all gonna be fine. He took her p- pot holing. Loved it. First time I met him, I thought, ‘Oh, he’s great him.’ He walked in with a half bottle of brandy, ’cause I used to drink then. I can’t drink, since Pauline died, I can’t drink. He walked in with a half bottle of er brandy, a bottle of coke and a box of chocolates. I thought, ‘Oh I like him.’ [She laughs] The first time any fella’s ever done this, I really like this fella. And er, he seemed a really decent man, I thought, ye know, ‘He’s got a good job, he’s got his own house.’ Brilliant. And [Pause] in the meantime I’d found out that Pauline was back on the stuff. But I still didn’t know what she was doing to get the money.


Areté    How did you find out?


Pat  Erm, I confronted her actually. ‘I know that you’re back on it,’ I said, ‘And I’m not having it, not in my house.’ I said, ‘Ye’ve got to come off it.’ I said, ‘You’ve got a baby there, you’ve gotta think about the baby.’ ‘I can’t, Mum, I’ve tried. Ye know I’ve tried, I can’t.’ I said, ‘But you’ve done it, twice.’ She said, ‘No. You only think I have.’ She said, ‘This heroin, you’ve got to want to come off it. And I’m not ready yet. All the time that you’ve been sitting with me and everything, the first chance I’ve had I’ve gone out and I’ve got me stuff.’ And is it called chasing the dragon?


Areté    Yeah.


Pat  On the silver foil. [Pause] I was fuming, I was so angry I smacked
her round the mouth. I said, ‘Not in my house.’


Areté    She was taking it in the house?


Pat  Yeh. She going up to the bathroom and doing it there, because we used to have lino tiles on the bathroom floor. And I kept seeing all these burn marks. Ye know, the cigarettes. ’Cause she’d just drop them on the floor. And that’s how I found out. So –


Areté    And was it connected with this new guy that she’d met?


Pat  No, this was before. And erm, then I asked her where she was getting the money from – I said, ‘Are you prostituting yourself?’ And I think because – the shock on her face, with me actually coming out and saying something like that, she just said, ‘Yeh.’ And I said, ‘Well, not in my house you’re not doing it. No way. I’m not having it.’ I said, ‘Ye can do better. Ye can get off the stuff. Ye can get a decent job. And ye have ye baby.’ So erm, she said, ‘No.’ She said, ‘I can’t do it.’ So anyway, she met this Mark Ryder and she said, ‘What am I gonna tell him?’ So I said, ‘Well, tell him the truth.’ She said, ‘I can’t, he’ll leave me.’ I said, ‘Then come off it.’ ‘How’m I gonna do that?’ So she said, ‘He’s taking me pot holing Mum, what am I gonna do?’ Anyway, she went pot holing, left the baby here. She went for three days, and she come back, and she looked really well. And I thought, Oh this man’s really good for her. So I said, ‘Pauline, ye’ve gotta tell the man.’ I said, ‘He won’t be able to help ye, until he knows what’s going on.’ So, anyway, she went upstairs, sat him down and told him.


Areté  While you were downstairs


Pat  While I was downstairs with the baby. And she come down about an hour later crying, and she said, ‘He says it’s gonna be OK. He’s gonna take me away out where there’s no way I can get any stuff and we’re gonna get clean.’ Brilliant. That’s all I want. Is for her to get clean, and she’ll have her baby and her family all back and everything. So he said to me he was going away with her for five days. So I said, ‘OK, yeh.’ I said, ‘If ye need another couple of days, take them. The baby’ll be all right with me.’ And anyway they were away for ten days. And I don’t know where he took her, but I gets a phone call that she’d had a miscarriage while she was away. I didn’t even know she was pregnant. And that she’d escaped from him twice. So he said, ‘I’m sorry, I’m gonna have to keep her a bit longer.’ So I said, ‘OK.’


Areté  Did he ring you?


Pat  He rang me. He rang me to say all that. I said, ‘OK, no matter – Get her seen to, and then ring me as soon as everything’s OK.’ So she come home ten days later, very withdrawn, but full of herself. Ye know, happy enough, but upset that she’d lost the baby. And I thought, ‘Oh, they’re fine.’ I’ve got no qualms with this man. Fifth of November he came. Four years ago. Took all her stuff, all her clothes, and they were moving into his house in Southport. I thought, This is gonna work. Er, she used to bring the baby down every fortnight and I’d have him over night or the weekend, or sometimes just for the day, it just depended on the mood she was in, ’cause I- , we had our ups and downs me and Pauline, ye know? But we still loved each other. But it was like – , I’d say it was like a clash of personalities. Anyway, I never seen this Mark for months, and we were in the pub one afternoon, and she come running in: ‘Mum, can ye lend me a tenner?’ I went, ‘OK. Ee are.’ And as I turned round and I seen this Mark Ryder I went, ‘Jesus Christ,’ I said, ‘What happened to you?’ ‘I’ve got a bad back.’ And I thought, Yer all right mate. Ye’ve got a back. ’Cause I’ve had a bad back for 30 years I don’t look like you.


Areté  This is the guy she was – ?


Pat  This is Mark Ryder. Yeh. And I went, no, not again, I can’t be doing with this. Not again. And I was screaming at him in the pub, ‘Ye lying bastard. Ye liar. Yer a liar. Yer on the fuckin’ gear. Yer on the gear and ye’ve got me daughter back on the gear. Ye bastard. Ye bastard.’ Anyway, I run out. Pauline run after me, screaming at me for having a go at her fella. And I went, ‘I don’t care, Pauline, you’re not telling me that he’s got a bad back.’ I said, ‘I’m not stupid anymore.’ ‘He has, Mum, he’s had an awful trouble with his back.’ I said, ‘Yeh. I have trouble with my back.’ I said, ‘There are days I can’t walk.’ I said, ‘But I don’t end up like that, because he w- , he was. Honest to god, it’d take yer a week to walk round this man, he was so big, and when I seen him he was about nine and a half stone – the weight loss was just dramatic. I couldn’t believe. Anyway, we got over that. She still wanted to be with him, she loved him. 


Areté  Was he genuinely a solicitor?


Pat  No, he worked in a solicitor’s. He was on the, erm – computer engineer or something for this big solicitor firm in town. Used to go and do all this work for them. So, there’s nothing I coulda done. Pauline was over the age of twenty-one. I just had to be there for her and the baby.


Areté  Do you think he was on the gear all along or did he succumb?


Pat  No. No. What happened is Pauline said to me that he was gonna help her get off it and everything and it didn’t work, so she said to him, ‘Don’t you touch the stuff.’ She said, ‘It’ll kill ye, don’t touch it.’ And of course he was being a big man saying well, anything you can do I can do as well. And that’s how he got on it. So all the work that he’d done, to get Pauline off the streets...


Areté  So he was genuinely trying to help her, and then in the end –


Pat  Yeh. Yeh. He wanted to have a go. She said, ‘I begged him not to, I told him what it’s doing to me and everything and he went, “No, I wanna, I wanna see what all the fuss is about.”’ He’s probably thought he was a big strong man and he wouldn’t get addicted to it. But it only takes one hit on the heroin and you’re addicted, so... Anyway, the last time he ever came into my house, and we had an argument. Our Margaret was goin’ on about James saying – pulling his pants down in front of her and things like that ye know, kids do. One word led to another, and Mark Ryder was sitting there and he went, ‘Hang on an effing minute.’ He said, ‘This is like a witch hunt here.’ So I just turned round and went, ‘I beg yer pardon.’ I said, ‘Who the fuckin’ hell are you? Coming in my house and shouting your mouth off?’ I said, ‘It’s got nothing at all to do with you.’ He said, ‘It’s got something to do with her, it’s something to do with me.’ Well, I’m sorry but I just I lost it and I beat the crap out of him. I did , I beat the crap out of him.


Areté  It must have been very satisfying for you.


Pat  It was, it was brilliant. Honest to God, it was absolutely brilliant. 


Areté  Him only being nine stone you could probably take him.


Pat  I mean this fella was a black belt in karate and I battered in to him and said, ‘Where’s all the karate now, pal?’ I just lost it, ye know what I mean? It was my daughter. He never come to the house any more. So, this is where it starts getting really funny because Pauline used to come in with the baby, and he’d sit outside in the car. And she’d sit here for a couple of hours – and he’d be sitting there without a cup a tea or nothing. And I’d say to her, ‘Ye can’t leave that man out there.’ She said, ‘Fuckin’ leave him there,’ she said. And she’d be sitting there smoking our rollies. She’d be making herself ciggies and puffing away. And he’d be out there, and she’d – she’d get all the little dog ends out the ash tray, and take them out. ‘Ee are, make yeself a rollie.’ It was so funny.


Areté  And he stayed there the whole time?


Pat  He stayed there the whole time, yeh. Didn’t come in. And say I’d make a pan of Scouse, or something like that. And I’d go to her, ‘Ee are, here’s some Scouse. Take it with ye.’ She’d say, no, she’d say, ‘I’ll have mine here.’ Her and the baby are sat here having the soup or the Scouse or whatever I’d made and he’d be sitting in the car getting nothing. So, they probably hadn’t eaten all day. So, er... there was one time I made, er, tuna pasta. ‘Oo,’ she said, ‘I love this stuff Mum.’ Well, I don’t like it, I said, ‘Ee are girl. Help yeself.’ So she did; her and James, and I think Dougie was here as well then, and they were having this pasta. I said, ‘Ye gonna have to give that man something to eat. He’s been sat out there four hours.’ So she get a bowl and a plastic spoon, and said ‘Ee are, that’s off me Ma.’ And she was here for about four and a half hours, something like that. It was really funny. 


Areté  She must have enjoyed having some control over a fella. 


Pat  Oh with this fella she had the control. Even though he put her
back out on the streets to get his money.


Areté  He did as well?


Pat  Yeh. Because he’s gone on the gear, then he’s lost his job, he couldn’t get up for work, he’d lost his job, he lost the house. But this time she was in control of it, and she turned round and said, ‘No.’ She said, ‘If I wanna come here, I will come here. And he will drive me here.’ She said, ‘Because if he doesn’t, he doesn’t get nothing off me.’ So the agreement that they had was while she was out, he would take care of James, he would cook the tea, he would do the house cleaning. That’s all he done. He wasn’t doing any work. Pauline was the only one bringing any money in. And that’s what they agreed to. And to Pauline that was OK because, if she didn’t wanna go out to work, she didn’t have to. Erm, we used to say to James – she’d drop James off here at the weekend – everything all right, son? Yes, Nan. Everything’s fine, ye know. Me and me Mum done this. Me and me Mum done that. Never mentioned Mark. Me and me Mum. Me and me Mum went the shops. Me and me Mum went to the park. Me and me Mum went to feed the ducks. Always – they were like best friends. And erm, she idolised him. She idolised that child.


Areté  And during this time you knew she was on the street?


Pat   I knew she was on the streets then, there’s nothing I coulda done about it. Erm, she’s 23 then. And er, I suppose she just plodded on. And then about three months before she died, she came and erm, I was in the kitchen cooking. And she said to me, ‘Mum, I’m coming off the gear.’ And I went, ‘Yer all right, I’ve heard this before.’ And she said, ‘ No, Mum,’ she said, ‘I’m coming off it. I’ve had enough.’ She said, ‘I’m getting rid of him, and me and James are gonna have a decent life.’ So I cried, and I cried, and I said, ‘That’s all I ever wanted.’ So she said, ‘No,’ she said, ‘Erm, I found God. I started reading the bible.’ And James kept telling me about when they went to church. ‘We been to church today.’ And I’m looking at him, ye know? Church. But she was, she was taking him to church, er, every day at six o’clock thee used to go to church. We were in my kitchen and I was screaming at one of the kids for something, and I went, ‘Jesus Christ Almighty’, well, it was like getting a slap in the face, because she was screaming at me, ‘Don’t you dare blaspheme!’ This is the one who effed and blinded and drank and took drugs, and prostituted herself but she’s screaming at me ’cause I blasphemed. So I thought, Oh God, this must – , must be right, this is what she’s gonna do. So she said, ‘I’m just sorting myself out now Mum.’ She said, ‘I’ve started stashing money so I can get away.’ And I was made up. I thought, brilliant.


And then, erm... [Pause] I gets a phone call. I had James that day, and she said she was picking him up at six o’clock. So I said, ‘Yeh, all right.’ When six o’clock come, no sign of Pauline, but Mark Ryder turned up. So I said, ‘Where’s Pauline?’ He said, ‘She’s in the house, she’s not well.’ I said, ‘Well, James isn’t well.’ I said, ‘You’d better take him home and get him to bed,’ I said. So off he went. I gets a phone call the next morning, Have I heard anything from Pauline? So he said, ‘She hasn’t been home all night.’ So I said, ‘She’s probably friggin’ been nicked.’ I wasn’t unduly worried. So anyway our Margaret rings me and says have you heard from Pauline? Something’s not right.’ So I said, ‘What do you mean, something’s not right?’ I said, ‘She’s probably been arrested.’ She said, ‘No, I’ve rang all the police stations.’ I said, ‘Have ye rang the hospitals?’ She said, ‘I’ve rang the hospitals, something’s not right.’ [Pause] OK. So we gave it till the Monday – no sign. And we rings the local bobbies. They came round. And they explained the situation and I just said, ‘OK.’ Had a look round the house to make sure she wasn’t here, which they had to do. And... went away. That was on the Monday, when Mark Ryder dropped James off. I told him to drop James off on the Saturday. And he said, ‘I can’t, I haven’t got the car and I’ve got no money till I get Pauline’s money on Monday.’ So I said OK. Didn’t know nothing about the car. Anyway he brought James down on the Monday morning. On the Wednesday the Serious Crimes came up. Debbie, Rob and Tom...And er just said, because she’d just sort of disappeared, that they were really quite worried about her. So I said, ‘Where’s the car?’ ’Cause Mark said he didn’t have the car. And they said ‘Mark Ryder said that Pauline took the car and when we find the car we’ll find Pauline.’ So I said, ‘Pauline can’t drive.’ So according to Mark Ryder, she took the car. So I thought there’s something not right here.


They came out every day asking me little, little questions. And a lot of it, to be honest with ye, is a bit of a blur, but they came for me on the Saturday, to take me around looking for this Barry Stockdale. ’Cause they wanted to interview him. He worked by Miller’s Bridge in the scrap yard, so off we toddled. But ye know in ye, in ye heart ye know something’s wrong, and I knew then. I knew she was dead then. And erm, we went looking for this Barry Stockdale. No sign. Then we had to go looking for this Jimmy. They got Jimmy in. And they interviewed Mark Ryder five times because he kept changing his story slightly. So they were concerned about him. By the Sunday, they’d came. Yeh. On the Sunday, they came in the afternoon to say that they’d found some clothing that was similar to Pauline’s – and I knew then. I knew then. He said, ‘I need to prepare you now.’ He said, ‘So that if I’ve got to come back later and tell you that it is Pauline, I don’t want it to be a complete shock.’ And I went, ‘I know she’s dead. I know. In my heart I know she’s dead.’ So. [Deep breath] I came. Billy...Douglas, me brother, Michael. They all went round the pub. I said, ‘Ye no good here.’ I said, ‘They said they’re coming at half nine, come back at half nine.’ I said. Me Mum and Dad were here. And erm, our Margaret was here. And at quarter to er- , twenty past eight on the Sunday night, they walked in and they just said, ‘I’m sorry Pat. We’ve found body parts.’ [Long pause. Quiet crying. In a whisper] Where was I? OK. So they asked me if there was anything distinguishing about Pauline. And I said I – , [Through tears] Er, so he said, erm, ‘Anything else?’ I said, ‘Yeh, long blonde hair – right down her back.’ And he said, ‘I’m sorry, Pat.’ He said, ‘We can confirm that it’s Pauline.’ I said, ‘I knew it.’ And apparently I went nuts in here but I don’t remember it. Erm...me Dad rang round for Billy and Michael, and er, they come running round. Screaming at them – Douglas went out and broke both his arms by hitting the walls. [Pause] I had to ring me sister and tell her. [Pause] They all come round the next day. [Pause] The police were brilliant. Liaison officers I can’t fault them, can’t fault them. They did everything they could for me. But – something like this – thee said that she was probably strangled. They don’t know. Because of the injuries they can’t – it’s unascertained how she died. But if he’d a just strangled her and left her like that, at least I’d have been able to see her. But to do that [Sniffs] To chop her up and put her in bin bags. And leave her head in the freezer. No... can’t do it. [Pause while she cries] I’ve had a lot of tragedy in my life but this was the worst. She was only 25. She had an eight-year-old son who she adored, and things were back on track. She never had a life that girl. Never had a life. It’s sad. Having to tell an eight-year-old boy that his Mum was dead...I’ll never forget it. And I sat him down and I told him that the naughty man had come and his Mum was dead, and my dog, Tyson, came down the stairs – one leg – came down the stairs, walked into the living room and put his head on James’s knee, as if to say, ‘I’m here. I understand.’ You know. We only told James that the angels had come and took ye Mum, because the nasty man had got her. And two days later he come screaming in here to me, ‘I know how my Mum died, I know how my Mum died. She was chopped up in to bits.’ So I had to sit him back down again and tell him again that it didn’t really matter, because the angels had already come and took ye Mum, and she didn’t feel nothing. And he’d accepted that. He’s a cracking kid. He’s eleven now. He’s in school, he’s doing well in school.


Areté  How did he find out about what happened to his Mum?


Pat  How did he find out? The kids outside. All the kids outside, ‘Your Mum was chopped up.’ And we sat here for about an hour and a half me and our James just on our own and we spoke about it. And I said to him, I said , ‘I’ve got this book.’ I said, ‘And I’ll get it back off our Marie.’ I said ‘And it’s called, Go towards the Light. And it tells ye what happens when ye die. About, if yer in trauma like yer Mum was, that the angels come and take ye soul out so that ye don’t feel nothing.’ And he went, ‘That’d be good to read, wouldn’t it, Nan?’ I said, ‘Yeh.’ I said, ‘I’ll get to the part where it says about violent death, coming and taking.’.. So I said yeh. And he went, ‘Ye know what, Nan?’ He went, ‘I’ll never forget this little talk that we’ve had, ye know?’ He said, ‘This will stay with me.’ I said, ‘well good’, I said, ‘because, ye know, I want you to be proud of ye Mum, and ye Mum to be proud of you. What have you gotta do?’ He said, ‘I’ve gotta work hard.’ He said, ‘ ’Cause, I know that me Mum’s working with kids up in heaven, and that she can sit on her hair, and I wanna work with kids.’ I said, ‘What have you gotta do to work with kids?’ He said, ‘I’ve gotta go to college.’ He said, ‘And I will.’ So ye know, me Mam said to me – and I never believed it at the time – she said, ‘Pat, believe me, some good will come out of this.’ And my light I seek from Pauline is James, and James is gonna do well, because I’m gonna make sure that he does well, because he’s a good kid. He’s got his whole life ahead of him, and I don’t want nothing back-tracking him now. You mention drugs to him now he goes, ‘Oh no. Oh not them evil- , they’re evil, them. I remember me Mum taking them. No, I’m not having none of that.’ So – we’re trying to instil in him good values. We are trying, and he’s starting to listen to us now. I mean we had a few little problems but he’s coming on really well.


Areté  He must have seen an awful lot.


Pat   He did see an awful lot. He seen too much for a child of his age. The times me and Pauline rowed about it – you know, ‘You’ve got a baby there. For Christ’s sake, you don’t do this.’ She’d go, ‘He never sees nothing, Mum.’ But it wasn’t till after she died that I found out that he knew about the drugs, and he knew what she was doing. He’s very smart, very streetwise, James. And he’s not stupid. So no, he knows not to go that way in life. So I think we’re doing a good job, we’re trying our best. A few little hiccups but nothing – nothing – all’s James wants is somebody to love and every day he’ll come up to ye and put his arms round ye, ‘I love you, Nan.’ ‘I love you too, James’, ye know? But he doesn’t trust men, and I can’t blame him for what he’s seen his Mum go through. I mean one of them – I think it was Jimmy – no it wasn’t, it was Mark, picked up a telly and threw it at Pauline because she wouldn’t go to work. Erm, the night that she went missing and James wasn’t well, and she wasn’t well, he’d begged his mum to stay home and he [Mark Ryder] turned round and said, ‘No, she’s got to go out. She’s got to go and earn some money.’ So if, if she’d a listened to James she’d be alive today, ye know? And if Mersey Care’d a done their job Mark Horner wouldn’t have killed my daughter.


Areté  There are a lot of ifs.


Pat   There is. What ifs? I mean, life is like that.


Areté  You talked about her being up in heaven and she could sit on her hair. What was the significance of that?


Pat   Pauline, Pauline, loved her hair. It was her crowning glory, as they say. But she was manic over it. Er, Mar- , my daughter Margaret is a hairdresser and she’d said to her, ‘Pauline you need to cut ye hair, ye need to take the dead ends off.’ So after six months she said OK. So Margaret come and does her hair and she cut that much off [indicates] to get all the dead ends off, but she cried for a week.


Areté  How old was she?


Pat   About erm, about eight months before she died. She cut it. And she was manic over it. She just cried and cried. ‘Look what she’s done, she’s took too much! Look at it! Look at it!’ But her hair was down to her bum. And, oh she said, ‘I’m not gonna cut my hair any more,’ she said, ‘I’m gonna sit on it.’ And erm, we went to see a psychic, and Margaret went in to see her and she said something about your sister’s hair. So Margaret was explaining to her about it and she went, ‘Well I’m just telling ye now that she can sit on her hair, and she’s working with kids up in heaven.’ So when we told James this he was all excited. ‘Oh, me Mum can sit on her hair!’


Areté  And was she always like that then?


Pat  She er, her hair was one of our major arguments when she was a kid. She [laughs] she started in cadets when she was thirteen, and she loved it. A right tomboy. And she loved the marching and the discipline and all this and her hair was, about half way down her back. And she went away on a weekend course with them. And she came back on the Sunday and I never seen her – straight up in to her room and putting all her stuff away. And I never seen her for two days. So, I goes into her room, didn’t I? And er, I just looked at her and I started crying. She’d shaved her head. You know like erm, a bowl head. Yeh? Well it was parted in the middle and all round here. And it was all shaved there. She’d done it. And erm, dyed it purple I think it was. But this is the way Pauline was, she just didn’t care about nothing, ye know, it didn’t, didn’t matter. She wanted this done and she done it. She would light up a room. She would light the room. She came in here one time before she died and me Mum and Dad were down for their dinner. And Pauline strolled in, ye know ‘Hiya, Grandma, how ye doing?’ And me Mum said, ‘How are you doing? You’re looking well.’ She said, ‘Oh ye know me.’ She said, ‘I’m crazy. It doesn’t matter does it? Ye know?’ That was Pauline, she just – she loved life. She loved her life. It’s just that she took the wrong path, and picked up the wrong men and thee destroyed ’er. Thee destroyed that girl. And no matter what any body done to help her, she had to help herself and she didn’t.


Areté  Did she never have any professional help?


Pat  No. I took her down to the one in, erm – by the town hall in Crosby. And erm, she had to wait, I think it was eighteen months, something like that. The waiting list was that long. And I went ‘Well, what’s she supposed to do in the mean time?’ They went, ‘Well what she’s doing.’ I said, ‘So she’s gotta carry on taking drugs till youse see fit to help the girl.’


Areté  How old was she then?


Pat  I think she was about twenty. But to look at Pauline ye’d never think that she was on drugs. She wasn’t getting high on them, and erm, she took them to function and that was all. So she could get up out the bed and see to James, and that was all. She done it just to be normal. I mean, I know, there’s a drug addict over the road. He’s not now, he’s gone through rehab. But he was on it for twenty odd years, and – ye seen the state of him. But Pauline wasn’t like that. She was clean, she looked healthy. Erm, when she had her make up on she could have been a model. She was absolutely gorgeous. And the photographs that the police have got of her, don’t do her jus- , justice. They really don’t. And I haven’t even got any decent photographs because her father took them all when they were kids. But to look at her ye’d never ever think she was on drugs. Not in a million years. She looked so well.


Areté  What happened to her father?


Pat  Her father walked out – me three kids’ father, erm, Pauline, Margaret and Douglas. He was in the army. We lived in Cyprus. They were about the happiest times that we ever had. When we were in Cyprus.


Areté  How old was Pauline then? 


Pat  Hang on, I came back in 1986. And I went to Cyprus in 1983,
and Pauline was born ’79.


Areté  She was about seven then.


Pat  Yeh. And there were four kids because we took Mark [Pat’s elder son brought up by the grandparents] with us. We asked me Mum and Dad if we could take him. That it was time – he knew I was his Mum and he wanted to come with us so they said, OK. And the father was very jealous of Mark. And he went at Mark with a pair of scissors.


Areté  How old was Mark then? 


Pat  Mark was about eleven.


Areté  The father was stationed in Cyprus?


Pat  He was stationed in Cyprus, yeh. And because – he was always, he was always grounding Mark for being silly. I mean he was just a kid. See the trouble with big Dougie [Pat’s husband, father of Pauline] was, he thought, she’s 2000 miles away from home, there’s nothing she can do about it anyway. So – what happened? I can’t even remember how it all started. It was probably over him not tidying his room or something stupid like that. And, next thing was he went berserk and took up these scissors. So I’m outside screaming for help. And then the officers – er one of the sergeants from over the road – came over and I explained it to him. ‘He’s- , he’s took the scissors to Mark. He’s taken the scissors to the - , to the baby. Eleven.’ Next thing was he got battered by this sergeant and then arrested. And I got a flight home. And the only way that he would sign the divorce papers, was to say that I’d have him back. Just sign these papers and I’ll have ye back. And that’s what he did. And he came back for about three months and erm, I found out he was having an affair. So I threw him out. He packed everything including the telly in to the car, and he went back to Scotland and I never seen him again. He never wrote to his kids, he never sent them any money, he never sent them any birthday cards, nothing. 


Areté  He was a Scottish fella, was he? 


Pat  Yeh. And 


Areté  He cut himself off? How did that affect Pauline?


Pat  Pauline hated him. She hated him.


Areté  Always, or after that?


Pat  No. Before that, because, Pauline looked like me. Pauline was like the Browns – fair skinned, blonde. Whereas Margaret and Douglas looked like their Dad. So Margaret and Douglas he wouldn’t let the wind blow on them, whereas Pauline, because she looked like my side of the family, he didn’t like it. And there was one day I called him in. I said, ‘For Christ’s sake, sort these kids out, they’re driving me nuts.’ They were arguing all the time. And he come in and he went like that to Margaret – little tap. And next thing was he got hold of Pauline and wham, right in the side of her leg. And as I seen that happen, I just turned round and I punched him. And I had a big round table, and he went over that. Bang. Don’t you ever hit my kids like that, and... Anyway, he went. And I never seen him again.


Areté  Good preparation for the Mark Ryder thing.


Pat  Yeh. Definitely. No, I’m not a... You don’t do that to my kids. Not to my kids. You know, they’re my life. I love my kids and I won’t have anyone – I don’t care who they are...


Areté  So when he disappeared Pauline wasn’t particularly bothered?


Pat  She wasn’t bothered because she still had me. She said, ‘I hate him anyway Mum.’ I suppose deep down she didn’t, because it was her Dad, erm, but as she got older and she understood more, she’d say to me, ‘Oh, if I ever seen him, I’d spit in his face.’ She said, ‘He’s never done nothing for me. Never been there for me, why should I worry?’


Areté  Was he contacted after her death?


Pat  Yeh. What had happened was, I think it was twelve months before, our Margaret found him. Margaret’s one of these girls who no matter what I said about him, she had to find out for herself. So, she got on the internet and she found him within a day, and she contacted him. Anyway the phone calls started, then he came up for Christmas. Never come near me. Went round to her house, seen the two kids and Margaret thought they were gonna have a good relationship. So when they found out about Pauline and what had happened to her, the police had to contact him because he was the father. And I said, ‘Well, why?’ He hadn’t seen her in eighteen years, why bother now?


Areté  When he came down to see Margaret, he didn’t see Pauline? 


Pat  Didn’t see Pauline, didn’t see James. He knew he had three
grandkids.


Areté  Didn’t ask, or she didn’t want to see him, or...?


Pat  No, didn’t ask. No, erm, all as he was interested in was Margaret. So she said, ‘Don’t wanna tell ye too much about me Dad, Mum,’ she said, ‘in case it upsets ye.’ I said, ‘It won’t upset me,’ I said, ‘I just don’t care.’


Areté  Did he stay in the forces?


Pat  No, he got kicked out. Got kicked out on medical grounds. Erm, but I think it was because of what he done to us. Because he, he raped me in front of my kids. Erm, he’s had them standing there –


Areté  That came out in some court martial or – ?


Pat  I went down to the families officer and told him, what he’d done. Mmm. Oh yeh, yeh. Because it wasn’t the fact of what he’d done to me, it was the fact that he’d done it in front of me kids. That was what really done it for me. And he got arrested and then, er, he said, ‘Do you wanna go home?’ I said, ‘Yes, I do.’ And we came back to Liverpool.


Areté  So was this before the scissors incident?


Pat  When? Oh, no, it was just after. After the scissors yeh. I think it was about a week later, because yer had to wait. You couldn’t just get on a flight. And he wasn’t staying at the house, he was moved into the barracks, but he came to see the kids right away, and this is what he done. So, I thought, ‘Right, he’s done that to me. I’m gonna do something to you.’ I don’t know if yer aware but, if ye do anything wrong in the army-houses – you lose a teaspoon yer have to pay for it. You have a little stain anywhere, you have to pay for it. So I got the kids to piss on every bed. And the carpets. And he had to pay for it. And then I just got on a flight and I came home, with the kids. Ye know, I can be a best friend but I can be a worst enemy. Honest to God. Yeh.


Areté  Did the kids enjoy that?


Pat  Oh aye. He had to pay for what, five beds ’cause of me. ’Cause I made sure they done it on the double as well. Ye know, so... it was good. It was good. The kids loved coming home. Loved to see me Mum and Dad. And thee were happy. Thee were happy. It’s just, what happened.


Areté  You had some good times in Cyprus?


Pat  Yeah, I loved, we loved Cyprus. I’m saying to James we’re gonna take him back there, maybe next year. To show him where his Mum used to play, er, and see the horses where she used to go horse riding and things like that, ye know? I think – just like a little bit of memory lane for me as well. It be something that I can say, ‘Well, God, I remember taking our Pauline there and doing that with our Pauline’, because things get dulled in ye mind ye know?


Areté  When you look back on happy times with Pauline, is it Cyprus that comes to mind?


Pat  Cyprus, yeh. It is. It’s Cyprus, and it’s also erm, the last few months of her life. And I think, I think we were the closest then. Because, she was down- , she was here all the time.


Areté  Makes it harder, doesn’t it?


Pat  It really does, but –


Areté  Did she stick with the religious thing right up until the very end, do you know?


Pat  Yeh. Yeh. Yeh. Even found a cross in Mark Horner’s house, that she had on. Ye know.


Areté  Were you a religious family?


Pat  No. No.


 Areté  I’m just wondering what brought it about.


Pat  Yeh. It’s just that she came home this day and said and that was it. It was just weird the way it happened. But when she turned round and said that she was definitely coming off it, God, it was great.


Areté  What about the aftermath of it?


Pat  The weeks after. The first week was just like a blur. I had a lot of people here. I had the media here. It was just a nightmare. This is before James knew. We were just outside, ye know, talking and he’s going, ‘Where’s me Mum, Nan?’ and I said, ‘We are trying to find her, James. Ye know, we’re doing everything that we can, and she’ll be home soon’, ye know, and all this. And then when the serious crimes came in, his other Nan stepped in and said, ‘Look, I’ll take him for a few days, Pat.’ She said, ‘Until ye find out what’s going on.’ So... she took him for a few days. As I say she was found on the Sun- Sunday. And on the Tuesday the police came out and said to me, ‘Pat, we need to tell ye now because it’s gonna be on the news...’ So I said, ‘Yeh, what?’ So she said erm, they’ve got a suspect. So I said, ‘Who is it?’ She told me who it was, Mark Horner. She said, they don’t normally give the name out, she said, because it’s not a done thing, she said, but we’re that convinced it’s him. They went and raided, erm, his flat on the Tuesday. And that’s where they found Pauline’s head in the freezer. They found, erm - they asked me about what kind of jewellery she had on. I said that she had my engagement ring, she had this thing with a cross on...a lot of it was just cheap stuff, but the engagement ring wasn’t. Er, what else did she have? Oh, a bobble. A bobble for her hair. What kind of a bobble did she wear? – things like that. Erm, did she smoke? I said, Yeh, but she smoked rollies. But she used to put them in to a ten box of Lambert and Butler. She used to make a few up and take them out with her. And they said that they’d found a ten box with rollies in it. That they were glad of that because they could get the DNA...out of that. That was on the Tuesday that they raided his place. And then on the- , on the Sunday, which would be a week after, they arrested Mark Horner. And de ye know what, the relief that you feel. I mean, your heart’s broke, but the relief that you feel that this man can’t do it now. He can’t do no more. And the police came out and told me that they’d arrested him. Because his brother had gone in to Crosby police station and told them what this man had done, because Mark Horner was bragging to him about what he’d done, and the brother couldn’t live with himself, so he went to the police station to – thank God that he did and, erm, told them exactly what had happened, so they knew who to go for.


In the meantime, all as I’m waiting for is me daughter’s body. And every week I ring them up. ‘When can I have Pauline?’ ‘The coroners not finished with her.’ And I was screaming at them, ye know. My niece worked in the Royal, in Liverpool, and she came and told me that Pauline was there – she was in their mortuary. And er, I’m like a lunatic. ‘But she’s on her own, she shouldn’t be on her own. She needs her mother. Let me go. I need to go.’ They wouldn’t let me. ‘You can’t go.’ So... And don’t forget this is July. In the meantime, me Mum started feeling ill. Me Dad wasn’t doing too good. But, erm, we were coping. Coping as a family, as ye do. A lot of drink got drank. No sleep. I still don’t sleep. Two years on, I still don’t sleep. Erm, and then in September, I gets a phone call. Pauline would have been 26 on the eleventh of September. On the nineteenth of September we were burying her, and er, I went over – actually we sacked Thompsons, we were going over to Thompsons and we had to sack them. Because when we explained to them that it was, erm, criminal injuries that’d be paying for the funeral, they were fine over it. And the day- , day before – I got a phone call from the coroner, to say that they were releasing Pauline’s body and they were getting in contact with Thompson’s funeral directors. That same day I gets a phone call from Thompsons: ‘Would you like to come over?’ So I goes over. ‘Now if ye could just give me 700 and odd pound.’ I said, ‘I beg ye pardon? I haven’t got 700 pound.’ She said, ‘Well we can’t do nothing till we get this.’ So I was like a lunatic, ‘What am I gonna do? What am I gonna do?’ Screaming. And I got in touch with Victim Support and Victim Support got in touch with SAMM Merseyside for me, and Marie come down – I think it was with Gaynor. And she went over there and had murder with Thompsons and sacked them. And she got hold of David Clegg, down in Bootle, and I goes down there and he was sitting there ye know, I’ll never forget him. He was saying to me, ‘Now, have ye picked out a shroud that ye’d like?’ And I just broke down, and I went, ‘Excuse me, have you read the report?’ He went, ‘I haven’t got no paper work yet love.’ And I said, ‘It’s a closed coffin.’ ‘Oh, sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You just go away.’ He said, ‘You leave everything to me. I’ll make everything all right. I’ll make it beautiful. Don’t you worry. Go away now.’ And never asked me for that [snaps her fingers to indicate ‘Nothing’]


And er, we had Pauline’s ashes here for a few weeks ’cause we didn’t know what we were gonna do. So we decided that we’d do a little memorial garden back there and one in Margaret’s. So, Margaret was that distraught over Pauline, I thought she was gonna have a break-down. She begged me: ‘Mum, please, can I have Pauline, can I have Pauline?’ She said, ‘It’ll be somewhere nice for us to go.’ So I said, ‘OK.’ So we took Pauline round to her house. They’ve got this beautiful tree and we put Pauline in there, and we made like a little special garden. And this is a special garden for James and round there’s where they go to speak to Pauline. Gave her a [unclear name of plant] like I’ve got there – got her one of them. And each year on her anniversary of her death and her birthday and Christmas, we had a little plant. And it’s nice to go to. See, whatever plant we get for here, we get one for there as well, so two gardens. That was in the September, and then me Mam took bad in the October. She gone into hospital, and never come out. December – well, ye can imagine what kind of Christmas we had. James was spoilt rotten because everybody from heaven and earth bought him toys. I’ve never seen nothing like it. Like a shop. But Christmas was just one of them ‘here’s your dinner.’ You know, me Dad was here. Just found out me Dad’s cancer had spread right through his bones. Me Mam was in hospital with we don’t know what she lost her mind through rheumatoid of the brain. Me Dad died – Pauline died.


Areté  Rheumatoid – ?


Pat  Rheumatoid of the brain. Rheumatoid arthritis in the brain. And that’s what killed me Mum. But this is what’s weird, it’s really weird – Pauline died on the twelfth or the thirteenth of July because they don’t exactly know when, but they know it’s about that time. Me Dad died on the twelfth of February. Here. I was looking after him here. And me Mum died on the thirteenth March. Weird. Weird. It is weird, but... significant, I think. I thought: well, Pauline didn’t want to be on her own, she didn’t want James to come because it’s too early for her, she didn’t want me to go because I’ve got to look after James, so she’s asked for me Mum and Dad to look after her and that’s my little story. That’s what I like to think, that she’s with somebody who she knows. Ye know? See, the coincidence with me Mum and Dad and me was that me Mum lost her daughter [Margaret] when she was six, through fire, and I witnessed that. And even to this day I can remember it like it was yesterday. I’ve started writing me own book.


Areté   Was it an older sister?


Pat  Older sister. She’d a been 51 now. And the first time in me life ever I’ve had a photograph of [the first] Margaret up, was after me Mum and Dad died, because they would never allow me to. It was on my Mum’s funeral that me Auntie May gave me that. So I thought right, I’m gonna put it up. And I have done. But look at my daughter or her daughter and – that’s my daughter’s daughter [Showing a photograph]. Look at my daughter and look at her you’d think you were looking at twins. I think that’s why the day that Margaret was born, I knew her name was gonna be Margaret. And I never ever got over losing her. So, erm, I think that’s why me Mam said to me, ‘Something good’ll come out of this.’ I dunno what yet, like. I’m still waiting. But we’ll see. We’ll see what happens.


Areté   I think James probably.


Pat  James? Ah, he’s a lovely kid. He is, he’s a lovely- , cracking boy. She- , they were so close. They really were so close. And I even say to James now: ‘Your Mummy’s with yer all the time. She’s protecting ye, making sure that you’re OK.’ He goes, ‘I know Nan, I have dreams about her.’ I say, ‘When she comes in your dreams, does she ever kiss you?’ He says, ‘Yeah, all the time.’ I said, ‘Well, that’s lucky that. That brings luck.’ I said, ‘Does she speak to you?’ He said, ‘Yeh.’ I said, ‘Well, that’s even more luck. So you’re gonna be a very happy boy, aren’t you?’ He says, ‘Yeah, I know I am.’ He’s a, he’s a good kid, he is. Ye know?


Areté   What’s this? [Reading from something] ‘He successfully com- pleted his first geography lesson.’


Pat  Yeah that was for Bootle High, that. He went to Bootle High for the day, er, ’cause he goes there next year. So that was for that. And then this was for Crosby Hall. He got a certificate of commendation for archery. [Reading from the certificate] ‘Presented to the winners Kylie, Nicola, Connor, Christopher and James. Problem solving challenge with a grand 498 points.’ So I said I’m gonna buy a folder for them all and – so then he can look back on them, ye know when he’s a little bit older? And now he’s just started scouts. He’s really doing well. He was sat here the other day saying: ‘Everyone says I’m very strong, you know Nan.’ I said, ‘Yeah, what they mean, James, is that you’re a very strong character – not that you’re very strong. It just means that yer, ye know, you’ve overcome all this, ’cause it’s a lot of trauma for a young man to go through.’ I said, ‘it’s bad enough for me, but you were only eight.’ He said, ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I know that, Nan.’ He said, er, ‘but I’ll never forget her, you know.’ I said ‘I wouldn’t want you to forget her, that’s your Mum, she’ll always be your Mum.’ I said, ‘I’m just looking after you till you’re old enough to leave.’ I said ‘When are you leaving?’ [laughs] And he goes, ‘I’m not.’ I said ‘Yer are, when you’re eighteen, you’re getting thrown out.’ ‘I’m staying with you forever.’ [Laughs slightly] ‘I don’t think so.’ He is, he’s a, he’s a good kid. He is a really good kid. See, that’s James there. Little red head. We took him to Rhodes. And erm –


Areté    Was it nice?


Pat  Oh it was beautiful. We went to Falaraki actually and then we went into Rhode- , ye know, Rhodes town. An er, it was first time he’d ever been on an aeroplane and we just thought it would be a good idea.


Areté    When was this?


Pat  It was just after his Mum died. Well, it was after me Mum, me Mum and Dad and Pauline died. So it would be, er – I think it was May. And there was this beautiful church next door to where we were staying. So me and James went in, said a prayer for his Mum, my Mum, and me Dad. And we, we lit candles for them. And he said, ‘I’ll never forget that. It was lovely, wasn’t it?’ I said, ‘It certainly was.’ He said ‘That was a really nice idea.’ He said, ‘It’s like bringing me mum on holiday, isn’t it?’ I said, ‘Well, ye Mum is on holiday ’cause she’s with ye. She’ll always be with ye,’ I said, ‘so, whatever you do she can always see what you’re doing.’


Areté    He sounds like a sensitive boy.


Pat  He is. He is, he is, erm – He was getting bullied a little bit and we
had to sort that out. But it took us nearly four months to get it out of him.


Areté    Recently?


Pat  Yeh. We took him for a meal, ’cause he wasn’t telling us nothing. And, but we knew something was wrong – ’cause he was so quiet. And if ye tried to speak to him, he’d start crying. Anyway, took him for a meal this day and I thought we’ll get it out of him one way. So we just sat there, and I says, ye know, ‘Look, James, you’ve got a problem, but I can’t help you unless you tell me.’ Anyway, eventually it filtered out that these kids was, er, takin’ the mick out of him, ’cause of his mum. ‘Hah hah, your Mum’s dead. Your Mum was cut up’ – an’ all this, ye know? So I went to the school and I seen Mrs Scott and explained the case to her and she went, ‘Well, I’m not having that.’ I said, ‘Ye know,’ I said, ‘He’s got enough to put up with.’ I said, ‘It’s hard for him.’ I said, ‘And I’m certainly not gonna have kids saying things like that to him.’ So anyway, it was sorted out. And then I was sent for three weeks later. I said, ‘What have you done?’ He said, ‘Nothing.’ Oh, he was coming home an’ he was going, ‘De ye know what, Nan, it’s right, isn’t it? If someone take the mick out of my mum I can batter them, can’t I?’ I said, ‘No, you can’t batter them, James.’ I said, erm, ‘You need to tell ye teacher.’ He said, ‘Well, this lad got me in a headlock and I got out of it and I punched him and I got him on the floor, is that OK?’ I said, ‘If he done it to you, then yeah, that’s fine.’ Anyway, I get this letter: please come to the school. So I goes the school and, erm, she said that James had been bullying these kids. And I said, ‘Hang on a minute, now.’ I said, ‘I’m not having that.’ I said, ‘Are these the same ones that were bullying him?’ She said, ‘No, they’re different ones.’ I said, ‘Well, who are thee?’ When she mentioned who it was, I said, ‘I know him, the quiet little boy?’ James has started knocking round with these kids who are always in trouble and he wanted to be one of the boys so he thought he’d have a crack at one of ’em, but he got his eye wiped, because I sorted that out straight away, and he’s promised me he’ll never do it again. I said, ‘You’ve been on the receiving end of bullying.’ I said ‘So you know what it’s like’, and he started crying and I said, ‘No, James, don’t be doing that with the tears. You know what it’s like.’ And he went, ‘I know.’ I said, ‘What gives you the right to do that to them?’ I said, ‘And little Mark Law,’ I said, ‘you could blow on him and he’d fall over.’ Anyway, we sorted it all out an he’s fine. And he says, ‘I have no problems now, Nan.’ I said, ‘Stay away from all the trouble makers and you’ll be fine. Keep one or two little mates that you’ve got. Don’t go off with all the gangs.’ And that’s what he does.


Areté   That’s the kind of thing you can do as a parent or a grandparent at that age, exercise some influence.


Pat   Yeah.


Areté   But once they become adults, you’re powerless, in a way.


Pat   Of course yer are, yeh. Of course yer are. If a coulda bullied Pauline into stoppin’ what she was doing, by Chri-, I woulda done. I’d a locked her up an thrown away the key until she was right – but you can’t. Once they turn eighteen... It’s just – you’ve got to get on with it, don’t you? You have to get on. There’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t bring her back. I’ve just gotta do the best that I can for James now. Yeh. And he’s doing really well, I’m dead proud of him. He’s just started scouts. He’s on about going into the cadets like his Mum. And I was telling him about when I taught his Mum how to, erm, yeh, how I taught her how to bull her boots [coughs] and, er, do uniform. I said, ‘When you’re old enough, I’ll show you how to bull your boots as well, because you’re not allowed to use any, any stuff – you’ve gotta do it properly, ye know?’


Areté  Spit and polish.


 Pat    Oh aye. Yeh. It’s, er, ye know, little silly things like that and it
brings it all back to you. The good times, ye know, good times. [Pause]


Areté  You don’t think at the time, do you?


Pat    Where I used to live in [unclear] I had a big garden and all the girls around the street’d come. A big gang of them, there’d be about nine of them. They’d all come into my garden and every summer they’d come and do dances. And we’d be sittin’ there on the step and laughin’ at these girls tryna make up these dance moves and things like that. And they were putting on a performance in Bootle Town Hall. I’ll never forget, they were doing Madonna. What’s that one? ‘Life is a Mystery’? Ye know silly little things like that. It brings it all back. And the first day she had her period – Oh my God. She thought she had her period. And [Laughs slightly] she said, ‘Pains, Mum, I’ve got pain. I think I’ve started my period.’ OK: ‘Well here’s the stuff, blah blah blah, this is what happens.’ And it was only till five months later when she actually started her period and ‘Aaaaggh’ – screamed. Blood! She seen a little spot and thought that was her period. Time’s a great healer, they say. But there’s days I have and I’m terrible. I am terrible. This morning, I woke up and I was- , as soon as I got up, I started crying. An’ other days I can get up and I’m not too bad. But, erm, but we have little things going on here. I know she’s here. We’ve got this little thing that we brought out last Christmas. A little tree and, at quarter past eight every night – no doors open, no windows open – just this one little bell used to move. And I’d go, ‘She’s here. Pauline’s here.’ I’d say to James, ‘Your Mum’s here, James.’ And only Nana can see it. Ye know.


Areté  What is it, a little tree? 


Pat    A little tree. [Demonstrating] About that big it is. A little Christmas tree. And it’s, it’s got three bells on it. But this one bell –


Areté  Always the same bell?


Pat    Always the same bell and always at the same time. I’d go, ‘Your Mum’s here.’


Areté  Was Pauline into the psychic stuff?


Pat    I don’t know, ye know. I don’t know. We had one [a psychic] come out here once to do Pauline, and right in the middle of it the girl stopped and said, ‘Sorry, Pauline, I know it’s your reading but I need to speak to your Mum.’ And it was Margaret [the sister who died in the fire] that come through, and me Nan, and there was things that she was saying about, erm, [pause] I was sexually abused as a child, an’, erm, this woman told me exactly how old I was when it started, who it was, and that I thought they’d got away with it ’cause they’re dead now. And she said, ‘No, they haven’t. They have to pay for what they’ve done on this side now.’


Areté  You said on the phone there were things the medium said that proved to you it was Pauline speaking.


Pat  Yeah. Oh that was when she argued that the police had got it wrong. That she wasn’t strangled. It was a blow to the back of the head that killed Pauline.


Areté  That’s what convinced you?


Pat  Yeah. Because I know Pauline. I know she would not, she wouldn’t have allowed no man to put his hands around her neck and strangle her. She’d of fought. She’d a fought for her life because –


Areté  Have you heard much about this managed zone?


Pat  All as I’ve heard is that they want to put the girls into an area where they’re safe, where they can get some help, erm, regarding coming off drugs, get out of the sex...trade as it were, and help them get places to live and work, which I think is an absolutely brilliant idea. I really do. And all these people are saying, ‘No, it’s not.’ Put yourself in my place. If they’d had this two years ago, I might still have my daughter.


Areté  You know Anne Marie Foy who was murdered recently?


Pat  Yeh.


Areté  Radio City spoke to her before she died, and she was actually on the programme saying she didn’t think the Managed Zone would work.


Pat  But then if that doesn’t work, the government should do what they do in Amsterdam and have legal brothels, ’cause at least then they be checked and they’d be clean, they’d be safe – there’s safety in numbers. Ye gorra do something because there’s a lot of girls out there. Not just in Liverpool. It’s world wide, isn’t it? So they need to be safe. So if they’re not gonna do a Managed Zone, I think bring in legal brothels, definitely. Every day I go, ‘God, not another one. God, not another one.’ Ye know, somebody’d been murdered. And it was just horrific. And then a couple of weeks ago – I can’t remember whether it was a couple of weeks ago or last week – there was one about – bin bags. I think it was in the Mirror. About somebody’d been cut up and put in bin bags and I’m going, fuckin’ hell, starting again, it’s starting again... What girl’s gonna be next? Because there’s no, there’s no – they can do anything they want to these girls. They can do anything. I mean, Pauline had a, erm, a cut on her arm, where someone took a Stanley blade to her. This, this is what I can’t understand about the way Pauline died, their saying that she was strangled and I’m going – and I can’t accept that. Because I would put her against any man. I would put her against any man. I’ve seen her fight and by Christ she had- , she had roller boots on this time and she was beatin’ the crap outta this lad and screaming at me, ‘Get these roller boots off me, I’ll kill him!’ And she had him on the deck. So she was a strong girl, ye know, even though she was slight, she was only little, but she was a str- , she wouldn’t take no crap. And I couldn’t understand it. Why? Why would she allow someone to strangle her? And the only thing I can honestly say is that he got her from the back. He already had Hanane [another murdered prostitute] there. I think- , he already had Hanane there – in the bath. And she’d gone into the bathroom and seen it, but it was too late then. But I still believe that the psychic was right – that she died from a blow to the back of the head and that she fought for an hour and a half. I still believe that. Yes of course she could handle herself: I brought them up that way. So definitely they need Managed Zones. To keep them safe. When we went to court, I didn’t know about Pauline’s head, then. It wasn’t until about three months later. It was said in court, but I didn’t, I didn’t register. That he’d gone to the shop two days before and bought the stuff that he needed. The hacksaw. The –






 Ralph Fiennes
Acting Shakespeare

 I don’t know how the words will be, how they will sound when I start to speak.


I try to hear how the sense is working, test particular ways of phrasing. I’m looking for a way in – into the characters, into their way of thinking through the words they speak. I start off being cautious, speaking everything too carefully, like circling a target before committing to striking it.


With repetition a pattern begins.


There’s usually a day when something gives and all the words and thoughts behind the words come together in my head. As if I possess them, they become immediate to me and I feel free to chuck them about and kick them around. Something is released. I stop thinking of a particular passage as ‘that speech’ – and it becomes thoughts the character has to express.


I think there are two states of mind in rehearsals – two ways of relating to the play. The first is a discussion phase. The shape of the play and its characters are talked about. Tricky speeches and scenes are analysed and the various ways of playing them debated. Many interesting ideas, and quite a few uninteresting ones, come up. It’s as if the play is something ‘over there’, we’re not inside it or in command of it. It’s raw material waiting to be grappled with.


The second state of mind comes almost immediately you put the play on its feet. The moment an actor stands up to speak or to reply to another actor – then they are struggling to mould the play into something they can inhabit. Rehearsals are often polarised between moments of analysis and moments of free-fall experiment. ‘I’m trying something,’ I’ll say. I’ll just let the speech happen, free it from the way I thought it should be done.


You have to get your hands dirty. Yes – risk being bad, not just to free yourself, but as a way of hearing the human truth of a moment, and the flesh and blood intention behind it. The intention behind a speech may not be simple – but I think only by allowing the moment to take me will I get to the centre of Richard II, or Coriolanus. This process doesn’t stop when rehearsals are over. It continues all the way through the playing of the part.


It’s possible to ‘hear’ a part differently many times. I talk about ‘hearing’ a part rather than speaking it only because my internal ear hears the way the text is unfolding a split second before I speak it. This listening is anchored in what is being said to me. The springboard for any moment of speech is the moment of reaction to what has just been said. Then allowing that moment to surprise you. Which is a risk. Sometimes when you think ‘let me be surprised by this moment’, you are actually not in the moment. The energy of a play is like a current in a river. The play is the river. You have to let the current take you. Allow your feet to come off the river bed.


You could say rehearsals are the process of becoming familiar with the river: where there are rocks, where it bends smoothly, where it opens in a still lake. Then there are rapids – relentless iambics churning out brilliant, speedy ideas. This might be Richard II in Act III scene 2. Returning from Ireland he finds his soldiers have deserted him. He copes with the escalating bad news by continually improvising ideas. Ideas about kingship, betrayal, mortality, grief – as if to stave off reality. The strict, insistent regularity of the metre, the compacted ideas suggest to me a relentlessness, a panic disguised by highly charged images. When Coriolanus confronts the tribunes – and insists aggressively, but with great clarity, on disputing their right to represent the people – he is carried forward by a similar momentum, but completely different intention. Unlike Richard, he is not escaping into the proliferation of ideas. He produces ruthless, fixed, rigid philosophy.


At some point in rehearsing his part, an actor makes an essential choice and I believe the audience should receive that ‘choice’ clearly. Emotionally it has to be clear. Of course there must be clarity of speech and thought, but the emotion that underpins what the character thinks or utters has to be discovered and then committed to.


I find this commitment difficult.


I want to keep my options open as long as possible. Sometimes I think ‘well, Richard could feel this at this moment – or he could feel that – in fact I don’t want to decide what he’s feeling. I’ll just see how it comes out.’ So, in rehearsals and in performance, I suppose there’s a vacillation between what I consciously decide to make happen and what I think I’m allowing to happen. But this is a peculiar, subjective thing. I think most actors agree that spontaneity, freshness, the illusion that everything is being said and done for the first time keeps a performance alive. This can only happen if there is a strong alertness that, at any moment, the performance could change – something could be radically different. It doesn’t mean it will be radically different. But if I allow myself to listen, let myself (not make myself) listen, if I am alert to what is being said, how the current, the energy of a scene is going in that moment – then there will be changes of pace, inflection, vocal colour. The direction of a speech, or its quality, may alter considerably on a particular night just because a singularly acute state of awareness has allowed the speech to be discovered and spoken as if for the first time.


Plays grow in performance. Performances grow in front of an audience. A first night cannot be the definitive performance. It seems odd to judge a production of a play on one night. The way a play is inhabited and kept alive over a period of time is what the production is. It moves and mutates. Some nights it’s flat, uninspired; the next night too energised, too relentless, other nights everything is in harmony. And this is all highly subjective. What has felt flat, not discovered, but emptily repeated can often be received by the audience as immediate and charged. Though of course the reverse can be true and the spontaneous received as jaded and mechanical.


An actor’s neurosis, anxiety and fear can play tricks with his perception of what he’s doing. It’s ironic that actors, whose experience in front of an audience defines them, should so often be fearful of it. But in a funny way that fear is their motor. The moment of stepping onto the stage causes that fear to convert into something else. Blind terror doesn’t convert. But adrenalin, a nervous anticipation, is the raw fuel needed.


This anticipation makes you intensely alert. I’m aware of so many things on stage. The surface of the stage – its bumps and cracks. My own spittle. The man in the front row reading his programme, another actor’s hair gone slightly awry, a scratch on my hand, the hem of my cloak caught on a piece of metal, my sword scabbard banging into my shin, a frog in my throat. Often these things seem more present and concrete than the words being spoken. Sometimes I think these little physical realities help to earth the performance. When something goes clearly wrong – somebody’s cloak tears or a door fails to open or there’s a botched music cue – then it can be a bonding agent. The audience notices it and actors have to work around it. The audience is immediately party to the problem – it has to be negotiated and even exploited. I cut my hand quite badly whilst being murdered as Richard II. I remember thinking, ‘ Oh that doesn’t look too good – what’s the line? No that’s not it – have I cut an artery – no I don’t think so – I might as well show the blood – it’s real enough. That’s it, let them see it. Look look – real blood. Fuck, it hurts.’


* * *


The beauty of the language spoken by Richard II is the part’s biggest trap. Jonathan Kent directing me in the part urged me to find the high-tension, febrile state of mind that gives birth to Richard’s words. I felt this was a man born into a role. Like an actor condemned at the age of ten to play only one part. That part – being king – is him. In this role Richard continually seeks to confirm himself. Kingship gives him power and he uses that power – less for even-handed judgement, more to crystallise his sense of himself to himself. This is a kind of madness. Bolingbroke is a threat, and possibly should be banished. But to usurp his inheritance after Gaunt’s death is (I believe) an unthought emotional act (much like a child) arising out of fear – fear that his role as king is compromised or challenged. Richard is king. In his mind he is divinely appointed. He can do anything. Anything he does makes him king. When his kingship is questioned and the threat of Bolingbroke is real, Richard’s only power resides in language – language used to reflect himself, but also to explore his predicament. Other people are witnesses. The speeches in Act III (hollow crown, Flint castle etc) are not entirely for himself. Like the literal mirror he requests in the deposition scene, many of Richard’s words reflect himself, but he needs an audience. He needs people to listen. As they listen, as he absorbs and tries to make sense of his loss of power and kingship, he becomes in fact less self-dramatising – more direct, more honest about himself – more truly vulnerable.


From Richard’s return from Ireland – when he conjures the spiders, toad and adders of England to halt Bolingbroke and then proceeds forcefully to reiterate the idea of himself as the sun-god dispensing justice – right the way through to the end of his farewell to the Queen, Richard’s language gets simpler, until finally he suggests that the very state of sorrow should speak for itself.

We make woe wanton with this fond delay.

 Once more adieu. The rest let sorrow say.

Four scenes later, Shakespeare allows him his first and only soliloquy. Here he speaks with his greatest insight and there are no witnesses onstage. What is truly brilliant and utterly human about this final speech is that, while Richard does indeed perceive that ultimate peace of mind is only possible in death – in being ‘nothing’ – the wisdom of this doesn’t allay his residing grief. He has reached greater wisdom, but his pain is still present. Bolingbroke riding on Barbary distresses him. The very idea of marking time with his thoughts threatens madness. There is no sense of the martyr, only of a man repeating, playing out parts in his head and realising that the role that will give most ‘ease’ is the one of being ‘nothing’.


I’ve known this final soliloquy by heart for a long time but this has not made it easier to play. If anything, over-familiarity initially made it harder to take the audience through the complex ideas in the speech. It still is hard. I feel that one cough, one scrunching plastic cup cuts right across the delicate strands of thought I’m trying to make clear. Or that one hurried phrase, or even an overly ponderous delivery, will lose the audience. There’s a simplicity in the speech, but it’s elusive and I have no way of knowing, performance to performance, how to find it.


The thought-to-thought journey of a speech, particularly famous speeches of lyrical power, needs to be continually discovered. It’s easy to be lulled by the cadences and rhythms of some of Richard’s speeches but harder to keep making them active – or in a state of transition – and stop them becoming musical epigrams. Testing how far I could be anti-lyrical, I sometimes found I was denying something that was intrinsic to the part. Playing Richard repeatedly, I felt there were moments when Richard (or the text that is Richard) is deliberately musical and rhetorical, but this is not an affected thing. It is what Richard does instinctively and, especially when threatened, his language is the active expression of his fading kingship.


Unlike Coriolanus, there is a symmetry to the structure of Richard II. The opening scene and the third ‘list’ scene almost demand a staging of this pattern of opposites. Doing both plays together, I’ve grown more and more aware of the huge difference in the way Shakespeare unfolds both plays. I feel very clearly the precision of structure in Richard and the way scenes arc the way they do, from opening to finish. As with the language itself, I suppose it’s easy for actors to feel too comfortable, and lose the sense of anticipation. In fact, I don’t think Richard II as a play offers any sense of an abyss. It’s a delicate balancing act: Richard and Bolingbroke are like scales, one side rising as the other slowly falls. The audience watch this reversal of power like a perfect circle being drawn slowly.


When we had finally installed both productions at the Gainsborough Studios, Jonathan Kent said how clearly benign Richard II seemed as a play alongside the harsher, more corrosive Coriolanus.


I find Coriolanus an addictive part and a terrifying, unknowable play. The ‘current’ in this play takes no prisoners. It’s aggressively public. There’s some crazed loneliness in Coriolanus that finds companionship only in combat and death. He is the state’s warrior but also the enemy of the state. Playing the battle scenes in the first Act always gives me a huge rush of adrenalin. The fight between Coriolanus and Tullus Aufidius is a frenzied celebration of combat and physical intimacy. Technically it’s extremely demanding to vocally negotiate these battle scenes and the fight. I feel my lungs and larynx being tested, as I try to find variations and clarity of intention when I feel the river of the play is relentless and unforgiving. Also, Coriolanus’s certainty is more exhausting to play than Richard’s vacillations. There’s more tension, more confirmed confrontation – which is not released until the final scene with his mother, Volumnia. I want to spit out the words of Coriolanus like harsh pieces of metal. The spleen, the choler of Coriolanus defines him. He is creative in his anger. He is, in the end, unacceptable because what he creates is death.

Death, that dark spirit, in’s nervy arm doth lie

 Which, being advanced, declines, and then men die.

Dying is not a problem for Coriolanus – so political compromise is something easily rejected by him. We can admire his integrity, his honour, but not what he is being honourable about. We can only try to understand him through his connection with his mother. Of course it’s umbilical. He is chained to her by birth and by conditioning. He is trapped, as all are, in one degree or another, by this relationship or the lack of it. Momentarily, he believes he is released from her and bearing arms with (and, yes, in the arms of) Tullus he is free. But it is a freedom built on spite and on that childish emotion of ‘I’ll show you’. He is at heart still a boy. A lost boy, in a terrible tunnel of childish ignorance – though to himself he is aspiring to be God-like, pure and untouchable. If we understand this emotional entrapment then he is tragic. For all its battles and scenes of public confrontation, Coriolanus refines itself into a domestic drama. The mother-son axis is the kernel of this play. Akin to this is the love-hate bond with Tullus: male affection and rivalry twisting around each other.


Like Richard, I believe Coriolanus embraces death as the only option – the only peace. But unlike Richard, Death has always been his companion. When I had finished the first few performances of Coriolanus I used to open a bottle of champagne. I couldn’t believe I had completed the play.


I think I was quite surprised to find the play had ended and I was allowed to go home.


After two performances my voice would be tired and I would think (and probably will still think) ‘am I pushing?’, ‘Am I shouting?’ Yet whenever I eased off in performance, the high stakes – the unbendingness – would feel diluted. I think to find the vocal control that carries Coriolanus’s rage and insistence – without literally shouting or ranting – is the technical test of Coriolanus. To back-foot the part would be a bit like never driving a Ferrari or a Harley-Davidson over 70 mph. There’s a thrill in risking a crash.


After playing Coriolanus, Richard is gentler countryside, but I think the high tensile energy of Coriolanus can usefully feed into the curves and arcs of Richard, while the modulations and speedy changes of thought in Richard II can help vary the relentlessness of the Roman play.


There’s no obvious reason why these plays should be performed together, but they seem to complement each other in many ways. Jonathan’s productions seem to strip the plays naked – that is how it feels. The high scraped walls of the Gainsborough Studios expose the plays. The very fact that the Gainsborough is not a theatre seems to throw the plays into relief: there have been days when I’ve sensed a great immediacy of contact between audience and actors. I’ve thought that perhaps the environment or space that contains a Shakespeare, or any text, is key to the way an audience receives the play. Conventional theatres, often beautiful and acoustically good, re-iterate the habit of play-going, so that the play has to work harder to have its effect on us: players and audience. The force of Shakespeare, his power, dramatic and linguistic, needs to be continually shaken up. Audiences have to have their preconceptions disturbed. In a way the best audiences for any classical text are people who don’t know them, haven’t studied them and can experience them as a new play.


The most rewarding comment I heard was from a man who said he didn’t go to the theatre ever, didn’t know and hadn’t seen any Shakespeare before and had been completely held by watching Richard II at the Gainsborough Studios. I’ve also met people who clearly hadn’t enjoyed it, who could only comment on how uncomfortable the seats were. The seats were uncomfortable but their occupants had not been transported. Well, what then? I don’t think you can write a play, be in a play, direct a play without being some kind of an idealist, or at least someone who wants to provoke a response. The ideal might be to provoke – pity, terror, laughter, anger, even ridicule. Provoking boredom, too, is always a risk. In the end it’s a gamble.


However practised the part, one never knows, as the first breath is taken to speak the first word, how it will come out or what the response will be.






 Ross MacGibbon
The Art of Choreography

 Frederick Ashton did it by delivering a sharp poke in the ribs with the index finger of his right hand. Kenneth MacMillan sat broodily in a chair centrally placed under the barre in the rehearsal studio. Recently I watched Matthew Bourne stalking around the dancers, two assistants in his wake, instructing two or three dancers at a time. People make dance in many different ways. Not long ago, I was watching a DVD of Steptext by the renowned avant-garde American choreographer William Forsythe. Seeing the dancers performing their unlikely contortions, my perplexed colleague asked me what choreography actually was. How on earth could someone imagine that shape and then ask a dancer to move like that? How is dance devised so that we see ‘spontaneity’, seemingly improvised dance, but in reality something minutely analysed and endlessly rehearsed and repeated?


Everyone had the same reaction when my dance career ended. I suppose you’ll teach – or choreograph? Teaching is something that you can be taught to do, but choreography is altogether different. I had danced so much bad choreography in workshops over my thirteen years with The Royal Ballet that I just couldn’t risk joining the over-subscribed ranks of third-rate choreographers. To be confronted by blank faces, shrugs and half-hearted attempts (and even the very best choreographers face that every day in the studio) would, I decided, be soul-destroying. Sure, twenty years of dancing meant I could serviceably have strung steps together to music, like improvising tunes on a piano, but there’s more to good choreography than mere steps. Randall Jarrell once said that a great critic is rarer than a great poet. There are many steps in ballet vocabulary and there are many great dancers, but there are only a handful of great choreographers. To a greater or lesser degree I worked with three of the colossi – Frederick Ashton, Kenneth MacMillan and – for Americans the closest to God a dancer can get – George Balanchine. Actually, I only worked with Balanchine on one of his ballets, Liebeslieder Waltzer, and then only for a week, but that’s enough for bragging rights.


My most vivid memories are of creating work for Ashton and MacMillan. Beginning work on a new ballet – choreographing it – starts the way of most ‘art’, with the clichéd blank canvas. The choreographer’s only tools are the dancer’s body, the music and the narrative. Kenneth MacMillan, one of the most innovative and original dance makers of his generation, asked me to create the role of one of Isadora Duncan’s lovers in a new ballet he was choreographing. I was also chosen by Ashton – Sir Fred – along with five of my male colleagues, seven women and the greatest male dancer in the world at the time, Mikhail Baryshnikov, to create Ashton’s last, highly successful ballet, Rhapsody.


In the classical ballet world, it’s hard to find two more contrasting approaches. Ashton all nerves and chain-smoking, MacMillan cool and distant. In the studio their working methods, like their choreography, seemed polar opposites. Ashton worked alongside a repetiteur, using him as a sounding board for ideas, for reassurance. The dancers were mostly to move as a unit, a corps de ballet of six, and much of the process was to ensure we danced as a unified body not six individual men. Ashton had a special love of ‘epaulement’ – the use of the arms and head in ballet – so Sir Fred spent much of the time shouting, ‘bend, bend, more, more’.


With MacMillan you often worked alone, long pauses punctuating bursts of creation. In Isadora, I was dancing a solo role, so there were no concerns about ‘synchronised’ dancing. This was going to be a highlight of my dance life: a leading role, made on me by a master. It doesn’t get any better. Like the Benefits Supervisor Resting [1994] sprawled naked on Lucian Freud’s canvas, you’ll be scrutinised more closely than ever before, you’ll feel just as vulnerable. And it will be thrilling, terrifying.


Before the process begins you know the kind of movement MacMillan likes. You’ve danced lots of his stuff before. Often counter-intuitive, technically demanding steps that throw you around the studio. Nothing simple or uncluttered. Each movement infused with meaning (even if often the meaning is only apparent to the choreographer). He knows your strengths and weaknesses. He’s seen you in ballet class many times, knows what you can and can’t do, he’s watched countless pas de douzes in Swan Lake. Now he’s going to up the ante and push you very hard – physically and emotionally. Over the next six months you’ll suss out the best time to suggest a movement, when to improvise, when to back off and let the choreographer dictate exactly how he wants your body to respond to the music. In this sauna-like dance studio we have to make a solo and a pas de deux that defines Isadora’s beach-boy lover. With MacMillan it isn’t just about the beauty of the line – especially not about beauty and line – but much more about illustrating the psychology of that particular moment in a character’s life.


There’s a dance vocabulary that’s deeply ingrained in your body (it takes eight years to train a professional dancer), your muscle memory knowing exactly how it should work to perform a certain step or sequence. The lexicography of steps is the simple part. The hard bit – for the creators – is often the linking material; how to get from one step to another. In great choreography, like a Cotswold dry-stone wall, the cement that links the steps together is hardly there; you can’t see the joins.


The story is told using a combination of ballet steps and naturalistic movement. For example, how do you show the deep personal flaws that make Rudolf in MacMillan’s Mayerling murder his lover and then kill himself? What sort of steps do you choreograph for a pathological killer? The trick is to find that elusive path between grands jeters and glissades, and natural movement – not too many steps, not too much normal ‘everyday’ movement. Today, extended mime scenes have long since disappeared, but some ballets are still frequently guilty of resorting to mime that ‘carries a narrative’ – a narrative only experts with ten years’ experience can make head or tail of. The ballet is happily trucking along when suddenly it grinds to a halt for an incomprehensible semaphore dialogue between characters – semaphore that is supposed to help tell the story.


Matthew Bourne’s talent lies in being able to tell dramatic stories using everyday movement with only a sprinkling of ballet. The opening scene in Car Man, in a car repair shop, springs into action, everyone ‘driving’ a car, changing gears, sliding under floorpans, leaning into bonnets. Actions that tell as dramatic a story as MacMillan ever did but using just a splash of traditional ballet vocabulary – a freer approach, a more liberated style.


Initially, in those first tentative rehearsals, both parties circling each other warily, it’s hard not to try too much. I am hearing the music for the first time but the choreographer has heard it a thousand times already. This is the early stage where the difference between choreographers is most obvious – either they know every step they want, or they spend their time squeezing them out of you. Sometimes it’s a combination but choreographers tend to fall into one or other of those camps.


With MacMillan’s Isadora it’s quickly obvious that it isn’t going to be the usual ballet fare; no sweeping arabesques and grand jeters, it’s much more primal than that. The first sequence doesn’t have a single recognisable ballet movement in it. My head is already spinning. All that stuff we kill ourselves perfecting every day in class – none of it is actually going to be used. The trick – or art – for both of us is to allow my brain to access my training – posture, turn-out, pointed feet – while liberating my body to perform the steps as ‘naturally’ as possible. I’m a boy on the beach, not a ballet boy on the beach. Like many art forms, repetition is fundamental in ballet. Every day, you take class, doing the same sequence of steps, and you’ll do that every day of your working life. Like an Olympic diver – up the steps, off the board, out of the water. Every athlete and every dancer uses muscle memory to perfect their technique. In Isadora, MacMillan and I have to ally that accumulated memory with the formation of a believable character.


You share the pain of the ‘writer’s block’ that inevitably occurs at some point in the process. ‘How many more bars are there? Oh God, are we only there...’ is a lament I heard many times. Is it your fault? Is one simply not inspiring enough? How do you respond? Do you offer more steps, a break and a chat to crack the problem, a cup of tea? Usually, the rehearsal’s abandoned and we return the next day hoping for fresh inspiration.


Even to me, ballet sometimes seems the silliest of all performing arts. All that gurning to the back row of the amphitheatre, projecting – as you are taught – to someone 40 rows away. Those arm gestures that dancers call ‘mime’ and nobody understands; all that make-up so the features can be seen clearly past the footlights – way too much artifice. MacMillan hated all that and made choreographed movement as natural as possible, given the constraints of the unnatural ballet language.


An aspect of MacMillan’s craft was his use of intimate knowledge of his star dancers. He fed off company gossip and adored hearing about it. Steps and sequences were imbued with these personal psychological insights. Often without knowing it, his principal dancers were dancing a secret inner narrative, their brilliant techniques and strange lives making stories come alive to an audience largely unfamiliar with classical ballet.


Ashton was much easier to understand. He wanted beauty and clarity, something that looked as though it could only have worked with that piece of music, that design, those dancers. Somehow one had to satisfy both these approaches – the fun was in keeping them both happy.






 Nicholas Hytner
A Director’s Notes

 
(Dawn breaks, and as the camp and its followers wake up there is a bustle of activity.)

SQUIRREL SHIRLEY Did you know they lost Florence during the night?

QUIRREL RAYMOND No?

SQUIRREL SHIRLEY Eaten by weasels.

SQUIRREL RAYMOND Eaten by weasels? That’s terrible. Mind you, I had a shocking night myself.

HEDGEHOG HARRY I don’t know what they make such a fuss about the dawn for. I’ve never been able to go overboard about it.

ALBERT THE HORSE I don’t mind sunrise really. And I don’t dislike sunset. It’s what’s in between depresses me.

The Wind in the Willows was the first of five Bennett plays and two films that I’ve directed so far. Invited to contribute to a scholarly tribute to their author, it is impossible to resist the showbiz temptation to start by insisting, above all, that we’ve always had a marvellous time. Beneath the melancholy underpinning the humour, behind the brutal murder of a baby squirrel and the physical abuse of a depressed horse, there is – it’s hard to come up with a better word – kindness. This spirit, which makes rehearsing his plays so enjoyable, communicates itself irresistibly to his audiences. They like his plays, and they like him. Which enables him, of course, to take them to all sorts of places they would find otherwise much too uncomfortable, and to ask them questions that would in other circumstances cut too close to the bone. But they trust him, so he can say more or less anything.


One of the things they let him say quite often, even at matinées, is ‘cunt’ – which is what he repeatedly insists he is himself. He pleads with those who talk about him to the press to blow his cover – ‘tell them I’m a cunt, love.’ He has claimed only recently in the London Review of Books that his partner thinks he’s a cunt. I have to reveal that he isn’t, and he particularly isn’t in his plays. He never judges, and writes nearly everyone from their own point of view – which is one of the reasons actors love playing him. His diaries are occasionally less charitable. To those he hates – Tony Blair, Margaret Thatcher – he is, I suppose, cuntish. But in person, and in his plays, he’s not – though he’s not cuddly either.


The Wind in the Willows started with my suggestion to Richard Eyre – then Director of the National Theatre – that an adaptation of the book would make a good Christmas spectacular in the Olivier. Radio 4 had recently broadcast Alan’s reading of it, and as it happened Richard had spent some time trying to persuade Alan to write about Kenneth Grahame, so he was the obvious first port of call. He said yes immediately, and has since occasionally claimed always to be up for adaptations. He has resisted all suggestions so far. Since The Wind in the Willows he has written only to his own commission.


We did not speak at great length before he started work – I had no ideas about the book that couldn’t wait until he’d had a first go at it, and in any event he likes to talk as little as possible about what he’s doing, or what he’s done. He worried about the obvious staging challenges – the caravan, the barge, the train, the journeys underground to the houses of Rat, Badger and Mole. I told him airily not to bother about all that – to write what he saw, and I’d try to stage it. That has been our deal for twenty years now.


The first draft is always a challenge. He works on a collection of long defunct portable typewriters, so he cuts and pastes (literally) a collage of abysmally typed scenes with barely decipherable hand-written additions. A heroic typist makes it legible; I write my notes in the margins. I try to talk him through the notes, but he quickly gets antsy. He’s noticeably resistant to any conceptual or thematic enquiries (‘What do you think it’s about, Alan?’ ‘It’s about the madness of George III.’) So I’ve learned to be practical, concrete and succinct. ‘This is great. This goes on too long. This has been said before. This scene maybe better if between X and Y rather than A and B.’ Many of these notes found their way almost verbatim into The Habit of Art, delivered sometimes gracelessly by the actors, and answered defensively by the testy author of the play within the play.


The Wind in the Willows emerged as both a faithful adaptation of the book, all favourite episodes intact, and a mischievously subversive psychodrama about the variously repressed lusts of a quartet of Edwardian bachelors.

RAT Do you like old Badger?

 MOLE Oh yes.

 RAT Not too fierce for you?

 MOLE Fierce? I thought he was very kind.

 RAT He is kind.

MOLE And understanding.

RAT Of course that comes with age, you see he’s much older than you or me.

MOLE He didn’t seem old to me.

 RAT Oh, he is....


It’s a gift to play, this kind of stuff – hot passion coursing beneath an imperturbably cool surface. Neither Richard Briers nor Michael Bryant as Rat and Badger, in furious competition for the affections of the apparently oblivious Mole, pushed it as far as Hector in The History Boys in the hand-on-thigh department; but an audience which came to celebrate the delights of a riverbank picnic was seduced into a kind of complicity with woodland creatures predatory less in tooth and claw than in pyjamas. Meanwhile, the staging took every possible advantage of the Olivier Theatre’s magnificent stage machinery: there was a real train, a real car, the underground houses really were underground, and the ground lifted to reveal them. But more alluring than the campfires and the caravan were the weasels, stoats and ferrets who were re-imagined as property speculators, spivs and estate agents.


There is, of course, a thematic link that stretches from the Headmaster’s lament, in Forty Years On, for the secret garden to which the crowd has found the door, through the Thatcherite redevelopment of Toad Hall as executive departments and office accommodation, to the Headmaster’s obsession, in The History Boys, with league tables at the expense of literature. Critics may justifiably detect a message: the author deplores the loss of an image of England, or at least he feels ambiguous about it. But in the playing, even the stoats and weasels are not entirely the subjects of the author’s contempt. He has, at least tentatively, climbed into bed with them and imagined what it might be like to be them. In the case of The History Boys, bed is where the headmaster’s wife is the object of unaccustomed sexual interference on the night she gives him the information that enables him to fire Hector. There he goes again, you may think: a playwright kind enough to lift the curtain on the marriage even of a man written off a scene later by one of his teachers as a twat.


Alan did not feel proprietorial about The Wind in the Willows. Several of the best jokes emerged in rehearsal, particularly those involving the wild-wooders. He had worried about his failure to put his heroes in a position of increasing peril, or possibly I had scribbled something about it in the margin – peril being one of those things directors always want more of. In any event, more peril was a challenge eagerly met by Tim McMullan as the Chief Weasel and Adrian Scarborough as Norman his assistant. (Adrian has become something of a regular – he went on to take over the part of Mole, played the page Fortnum in The Madness of King George, and is now Humphrey Carpenter in The Habit of Art.) I arranged for them to lurk in the corner of, or in one case on top of, many otherwise relatively tranquil scenes. They preferred to interrupt their lurking with often-hilarious improvisations, some of which found their way into the show.


Most playwrights genuinely admire their actors for their ability to make airborne dialogue that looks heavy on the page. Alan is the only one I’ve worked with who happily allows actors to write lines for him. It’s a small handful of lines, certainly, but if an idea works, he’ll take it. The converse is an absolute confidence about what really matters. He and I rarely argue, partly because I know when it’s not worth arguing with him. He’ll leave me to cut a play if it’s too long – he’s not keen on putting a line through his own dialogue, even when he knows it’s necessary. But if I cut something he knows to be good he draws another kind of line, and the cut material goes back in. His refusal to budge when he knows he’s right makes it easier to make radical suggestions. When early drafts of a play come in, the director’s chief worry is that the wrong suggestion may send the play off in the wrong direction. There is less risk if playwright knows when to resist wrong suggestions.


The most telling suggestions about The Madness of George III emerged almost unbidden from an unrehearsed reading at the National Theatre Studio. I hadn’t known Alan was at work on a play until he pushed the first draft through my door, three or four months after The Wind in The Willows opened. Nigel Hawthorne was on a shortlist of three actors whose availability was checked. The other two were, thank God, busy.


Until we heard Nigel read the play, it didn’t entirely justify the author’s insistence that it was about the madness of George III. It ended with a long and discursive scene in front of St Paul’s where the King’s doctors squabbled about who was responsible for his recovery. They were joined by a doctor in modern dress who told them they were all wrong – in the first draft Dr Richard Hunter, one of the two authors of the book that first suggested that the King was in fact suffering from porphyria. Then the politicians came on, then the King, all arguing about the King’s body and the body politic, until the King shut them all up and delivered the message:

KING The real lesson, if I may say so, is that what makes an illness perilous is celebrity. Or, as in my case, royalty... I tell you, dear people, if you’re poorly it’s safer to be poor and ordinary.

After the reading at the Studio, it couldn’t have been clearer that the scene, quite apart from being far too long, was beside the point. Nigel’s performance was already so powerful that the King’s recovery was enough in itself – and the celebration of his recovery was the only possible finale. So Dr Hunter morphed into his co-author Dr Ida Macalpine, who made a brief appearance in the penultimate scene with her book to tell the King’s pages, and the audience, what was really wrong. Half way through the two year run, Dr Macalpine was herself shown the door. All that remained of her diagnosis was a programme note.


It was Duncan Wu who later pointed out to me that the play is a re-telling of the myth of the Fisher King, and its mythic foundations (to which the author was entirely oblivious) may have been part of the reason why it moved audiences so profoundly. Perhaps there was an atavistic anguish in the spectacle of the suffering King and an equivalent joy in his recovery. In any event, Nigel wrenched the play back to basics, and it seemed clear my job was to provide a staging which was fluid enough to respond to a structure that had more than a whiff, already, of the cinema; capacious enough to provide royal pageantry and to strip it away as the King declined; and raw enough to give Nigel the space he needed to fall.


Another discovery at the Studio was how much mileage there was in the Lord Chancellor, Thurlow. Robin Bailey read him – fabulously dry and deadpan, exactly the kind of acting that Alan likes (and so do I). James Villiers ended up playing him in the show (and John Wood in the film) but the reading had suggested to Alan a way of solving one of the problems of the first draft – which was that we never saw when, and how, the King started to recover. It was the prospect of Robin Bailey as Cordelia that prompted from Alan the wonderful scene (much the theatre audience’s favourite) when, during a reading of the reconciliation scene in King Lear, the King starts to behave like his old self.
 
THURLOW	O my dear father! Restoration hang 
 
Thy medicine on my lips, and let this...kiss

Repair those violent harms that my two sisters 

Have in thy reverence made.

KING	Well, kiss me man. Come on, come on. It’s Shakespeare.....

THURLOW	Your majesty seems more yourself

KING	Do I? Yes, I do. I have always been myself, even when I was ill. Only now I seem myself. That’s the important thing. I have remembered how to seem. What, what? 

It is no accident that several of the scene’s central conceits are true: George III loved Shakespeare, he identified with King Lear, and his courtiers knew he was on the mend when his verbal tics, particularly the ‘what, whats’, returned – they had been absent from his conversation during his illness. Alan is notably fastidious about this kind of thing. As a historian he is reluctant to depart from historical truth. It took weeks to persuade him to bring the King George of the movie hurtling by coach from Kew to the doors of the Palace of Westminster in the nick of time, forestalling the Regency debate by a whisker. ‘We need a chase, Alan, we need action.’


I’ve been pressing the claims of narrative tension for years now, urging the author to channel more of what he wants to say into dramatic action. He has co-operated only up to a point, and he’s been right to resist. His plots are simple, almost non-existent. A king falls ill, then gets better. Eight boys try to get a place at Oxford or Cambridge, and they all succeed. Benjamin Britten visits W H Auden, but doesn’t ask him to write the libretto for Death in Venice. If you asked the author what these basic frameworks were for, he would deny that there is ever a grand design, and talk probably about opportunities for decent jokes. The experience of watching the plays, and of rehearsing them, suggests that, if there is an objective, it is to demand empathy for even the most unlikely and unlovely. It’s most evident in Talking Heads, where office bores, paedophiles and poison-pen letter-writers make as insistent a claim on our sympathy as the easily pitied Violet in Waiting for the Telegram played by Thora Hird. But it works just as strongly on a theatre audience, many of whom may be astonished in retrospect to have rooted for a shambolic groper of teenage boys. Or be surprised to discover regret that one of the boys failed to follow through his seduction of the uptight history master.


As theatrical projects go, Alan’s has always struck me as more subversive than many that are more overtly radical. Some playwrights aim to shock their audiences into sympathy for new ideas, though they tend to play to audiences already on side. Alan exploits his audience’s trust to enlarge their sympathies, not so much for shocking ideas, as for the kind of people that might otherwise have caused dismay or even disgust.


Nowhere is this clearer than in The Lady in the Van, where he famously demonstrated that his empathy extended beyond the stage and into his own driveway, though it stopped short of his lavatory, which remained out of bounds to Miss Shepherd throughout her fourteen-year tenancy. In many ways, it was the most problematic of the five plays that I’ve directed. There was no problem with the central character: Maggie Smith launched her at the audience with irresistible conviction, and while they might not have wanted her as a house-guest, they couldn’t get enough of her as the main attraction. But I’m not sure I got Gloucester Crescent and its inhabitants as effectively onto the stage as the court of George III, the Sheffield grammar school, or even the riverbank. And the split Alan Bennetts, though wonderfully played by Kevin McNally and Nicholas Farrell, never seemed quite as vivid as the real one whose real voice, particularly in this material, was only too present to most of its audience. For once, though, there was a big central idea: an internal debate about who was exploiting whom, externalised in the splitting of Alan Bennett into (roughly) the writer and the landlord. He is more ruthless with himself than he ever is with the human disaster zones who more readily provoke his interest.


But it was Miss Shepherd who stole the show, and there’s no doubt that one of Alan’s most valuable attributes, not least to those who produce his plays, is his gift for creating whopping great parts that major actors want to play. And there’s nothing that the wider theatre audience wants to see more, so it’s a pity that it’s a talent that younger generations of playwrights seem to have lost. I’ve tried often, as Director of the National Theatre, to persuade emerging playwrights that they could do worse than to build the occasional play round a big part for a big actor, but they have been denied one crucial advantage of Alan’s early career. Nurtured in studio theatres, where there’s no need ever to talk to more than a handful of aficionados for a few short weeks, they have admittedly many more opportunities for production than Alan’s generation; but they have never been required to engage the wider audience. Bennett, Frayn, Stoppard, even Pinter were forced from the outset to think what it would be like with 700 people in the house, and were required by their producers to aspire to profitable runs in West End theatres.


Nowadays, the profits from Alan’s plays flow happily into the coffers of the not-for-profit National Theatre, which was better off by about £5 million by the time The History Boys finally closed. When it arrived out of the blue in 2003, I was not convinced that it would be more than a succès d’estime. It seemed essentially to be a succession of dazzlingly witty and often esoteric History and English lessons, and I wasn’t sure who’d care about the fate of a class full of Oxbridge candidates. If it had an emotional centre, it was Hector. But he seemed, in the first draft, to be unaffected by his own misfortune, often little more than a performer on the periphery of the real action. I voiced two concerns: he’s a great classroom entertainer, but we don’t really see why he’s a great teacher; and when he’s sacked, it doesn’t seem to have any impact on him. Alan’s response was the Drummer Hodge scene at the end of the first half, which addressed both issues comprehensively. Hector’s exposition of Hardy’s poem to Posner reveals him, at last, to be an inspiring classroom communicator; and through Hardy, teacher and pupil come close to acknowledging to each other their profound, and irreversible, loneliness.

HECTOR The best moments in reading are when you come across something – a thought, a feeling, a way of looking at things – which you had thought special and particular to you. Now here it is, set down by someone else, a person you have never met, someone even who is long dead. And it is as if a hand has come and taken yours.

For a moment, it seems as if Posner might take Hector’s hand, but Hector is locked in a world where the only possible fellowship is with dead poets. However the scene itself creates in the theatre a kind of fellowship of the lonely: the audience was infallibly and palpably moved.


Alan’s popularity with audiences is perhaps a subject more interesting to the theatres that produce him than to literary criticism. But much of his popularity seems to me the consequence not so much of his insistence on the essential loneliness of every human journey, as of his acknowledgment that the communal recognition of it, in the theatre, makes it tolerable. His audiences probably buy tickets first of all for the laughs, but they know that behind the jokes is a hand they want to take. Like Alan, they are moved by the life cut short, and even more by the long life blighted by missed opportunities. Miss Shepherd could have been a concert pianist, Violet could have slept with the soldier, Irwin could have slept with Dakin. They could all have been happier, but they all endured. There is little more affecting in the theatre than stoicism in the face of disappointment, and in Alan’s plays stoicism is generally underpinned by ironic humour, which pierces even the most sceptical audience’s armour. At the end of The History Boys, the eight boys sit in a line and Mrs Lintott takes us through their futures – most of them ‘pillars of a community that no longer has much use for pillars’. Dakin is happy enough – ‘I like money. It’s fun.’ Rudge builds affordable homes for first-time buyers and grumbles still about being patronised. Seven of the eight of them are more or less OK, and they aren’t complaining, but their irrepressible energy is gone: it’s as if they’ve grown another skin, and they are keeping their secrets, suppressing their disappointments. They have grown up, and it’s not as great as they thought it was going to be. They stare blankly at us and we know them to be us, and we’re relieved to be them because we’d otherwise be Posner, who hasn’t grown up, so life has defeated him.


Samuel Barnett as Posner delivered one of the biggest laughs I’ve ever heard in the theatre, infallibly, every night:

POSNER	I’m a Jew. I’m small.

I’m homosexual. 

And I live in Sheffield. 

I’m fucked.

Defeated, disappointed, generally fucked as most of us feel ourselves at least sometimes to be, we can only be grateful for the determination of the fucked who people the Bennett stage to make others laugh about it. Their wit and their eloquence is almost invariably a variation on their author’s wit – to the point that many of them get to say stuff that he lifts directly from his own diaries. (Irwin’s broadcast from Rievaulx Abbey is only one example.) The eight young actors who played the history boys learned quickly that they couldn’t get away with the kind of semi-improvised naturalism that sees them safely enough through most of what they are asked to do. Alan’s dialogue is in its way as highly wrought as Shaw’s, Wilde’s or Coward’s. It requires actors to think in long paragraphs, to take deep breaths and to support a thought right through to its perfectly honed climax. There’s often only one way to say a Bennett speech, which is the way Alan himself would say it – and another reason his audiences like his plays so much is that they can hear his voice in everyone on stage.


This is even the case with W H Auden, some of whose own material finds its way into The Habit of Art, but who has mostly been done over in a way that might be hard to recognise for those who encountered the real thing in the last year of his life. By most accounts, Auden was miserably disappointed by his return to Oxford, and Oxford was no less disappointed by him. In the play, he is further defeated by a fictitious encounter with Benjamin Britten: in Britten’s dismay, Auden sees his own decline.


But Alan’s Auden, like mad George, like mad Miss Shepherd and like Hector and Posner, is not only witty in himself, but the cause of wit in other men. In the wonderful performance of the Falstaffian Richard Griffiths, Auden is fabulous company, even when peeing in the sink, or soliciting a blow-job. Richard Griffiths is the consummate Bennett actor: every serpentine paragraph flawlessly delivered, every joke landed, defiant in the face of despair – but ruined, forlorn, fucked.


The other Bennett specialist in The Habit of Art is Frances de la Tour. She has twice now, as Kay the stage manager and as Mrs Lintott in The History Boys, turned dead-pan into something like high art. Kay the stage manager is a disappointed ex-actress – she stopped acting even though she loved it. (‘What happened?’ asks the Author. ‘Nothing,’ she replies. ‘That was the trouble.’) Mrs Lintott has suffered decades of disillusion in the classroom. (‘Can you, for a moment, imagine how dispiriting it is to teach five centuries of masculine ineptitude?’) She brought the house down every night when near the start of Act 2, she was finally allowed to address the audience:

MRS LINTOTT I have not hitherto been allotted an inner voice, my role a patient and not unamused sufferance of the predilections and preoccupations of men.

And there’s Alan again – his role a not unamused sufferance of our preoccupations, his inner voice made mercifully public. I’m looking forward to as much more of it as he cares to write.






 William Boyd
Notes Towards a Definition of a Film Director

 Howard Hawkes defined a successful film in this way: ‘Three good scenes. No bad scenes.’ If only it were that easy, you think.


Your name is Alan Smithee1 and you want to be a film director.


‘Film director’ is a catch-all phrase and many sub-groups are contained within it. They include those directors who also write their own scripts (Mike Leigh, Eric Rohmer, Wong Kar-Wai, for example), as well as those directors of immense money-generating power and/or acclaim (Spielberg, Scorcese, the guy who directed Avatar, or Christopher Nolan for example); or directors working at the leading edge of the medium where budgets are minimal and all rules are broken – in these cases these random notes won’t necessarily apply.


Writer-directors, however, are an interesting hybrid – you have both creative and executive power, particularly before you start filming. Once the cameras begin to turn, however, all the old constraints and problems come into play. Nobody involved in making films – writer, director or producer – has the freedom and autonomy of the poet, the novelist, the painter, the sculptor or the composer. In film no one person can be exclusively responsible for the work.


But, in any event, these exceptions to the rule only tend to illustrate how pervasive and implacable the rule is. For the thousands of films, maybe tens of thousands of films, made each year all over the world, for cinemas or TV channels, most film directors, however well intentioned, however hard working, however clever and motivated, will share the same experiences as you, Alan Smithee. Let’s examine the essential components of getting a film on a screen in a cinema. The whole long process begins with words.
 

THE SCRIPT

If you’re not a writer-director you will find out, as your career advances, that most film directors are attached to a film when a script has already been written. Very often you will be hired when the writer and the producers feel the script is in good shape, or in good enough shape to act as a lure – to a director, to investors, to actors. This is the case, for example, of four of the last five films I’ve written2. When the director eventually comes on board we will normally produce two or three further drafts or polishes. The point being that the changes made are usually and necessarily fairly minor as a schedule and a budget may have already been drawn up on the basis of the script. Wholesale revisions and fresh ideas cost money. When the script is deemed to be in good shape there is a natural reluctance to go back to the drawing board, not least on the part of the writer. We enter the territory of change-for-the-sake-of-change – always frustrating and counter-productive. The script is very often presented as something of a fait accompli for a director.


CASTING

You may not only find a fully developed script when you come on board the film – you may also discover that one or two of the principal roles have been filled prior to your arrival. This is rare, but tends to happen at both ends of the film spectrum. At one end is the ‘Untitled Brad Pitt Project’ and at the other extreme of the food chain the struggling independent producer swiftly learns that having some kind of a ‘name’ already on board is the only kind of evidence leery and timid financiers want to see. This is exactly what is happening on one of my low-budget projects: the script is written and the producer is actively seeking a bankable female star in her early twenties. If we find her and attach her then we’ll start looking for our director.


On the other hand, Stephen Frears has said, and I paraphrase, that casting is the key creative decision that a director can bring to a film. More often than not the cast is the director’s prerogative. In conflicted decisions the director’s call will usually be listened to – the director has the veto, also. However, your cast is only as good as the people you get to see and here the casting director plays a largely unsung role. The better the casting director the wider the net is thrown. The clout the casting director has is vital in attracting bigger names. You will learn that not every actor you desire may want to be in a film directed by Alan Smithee – a good and powerful casting director can persuade a recalcitrant star otherwise.


LOCATION SCOUTING

It’s only recently that I’ve become particularly conscious of the director’s role in this area of film-making. It seems routine: ‘We need a flat on a run-down council estate’; ‘We need an old rectory in a picturesque village’. A good location manager will provide you with, say, a choice of three and one will be chosen. However, the selection is often determined by the film’s schedule. The closer locations are to each other the less travel-time there is to factor in. Line-producers will inevitably push for the easier option: no need to move the unit-base; no need for an overnight stay, and so on. A determined director, unsatisfied with what’s on offer, will ask for more, will have the schedule reorganised to accommodate the perfect location. Good locations are subliminal contributions to the finished effect of a film, like good sound editing. However, you will often be overruled by force majeure. Once the behemoth of a film starts moving that perfect rural lane you found in Herefordshire will be dumped for a buddleia-badged patch of concrete behind the sound-stage. Necessity is always the brutal mother of invention.


FILMING

Here you are the master of your own domain. Surely? It certainly looks like that: all decisions, major and minor, seemed to be referred to the director. But, as a director, you are only as good as your crew. Even a role as comparatively minor as second assistant director can be crucial. This person acts as the liaison between the film in production and the cast. A good 2nd AD can cajole and humour the most spoilt and demanding of actors. It’s not so much a question of bonhomie as trust. One of the best 2nd ADs I ever met was straightforward to the point of taciturnity. Yet the major Hollywood stars he worked with all wanted to be his special friend. He was invited to their marriages, he went on holidays with them, he was presented with splendid gifts.


It’s also possible for a totally inexperienced director to make a successful film if he (or she) is surrounded by the best possible people. The first-time director of a film that was highly praised, won awards and made lots of money on its release, turned up on the first day of the shoot and whispered in the ear of his 1st Assistant Director: ‘What the fuck do I do now?’3	The 1st Assistant and the rest of the crew effectively made the film for him, covering up his lack of experience. He has gone on to enjoy a very successful career.


Before I directed my film, The Trench, I asked a director friend what to watch out for. Wardrobe, he said, and Hair and Make-up: all potential trouble in films starts there – all gossip originates there, all disgruntlements are first expressed there, all malevolent rumours can be sourced there. This is the first place actors go when they arrive on set, they can be there for hours, and the relationship between actor and make-up artiste and actor and costumier is unusually intimate. All kinds of vulnerabilities and insecurities are exposed. The more happily professional that costume and hair and make-up are, then the happier the film.


EDITING

You have shot your film, it’s in the can, the hard work is over. Actually the hard work is often just beginning and you may find your imperial position as director swiftly diminishing, if you’re not careful. Now, in the editing suite, other hands can play with your footage. This situation has been massively accentuated by the digital revolution. Now that films are edited on computer, rather than actually cutting and pasting film together, and looking at the edit on a flickering Moviola, alternative versions of a scene can be mooted, viewed and discarded or selected in seconds rather than days. An Oscar-winning editor friend of mine4, who has been working in the industry for decades, told me that in the old days he would never see the producer until the film was cut together and the director was satisfied and ready to screen it. Now the producer is very likely to be sitting beside you, the director, in the editing suite. Or the lead actor.


Some years ago a director I know made a film with the pre-eminent Hollywood actor of his day. The film was shot, all seemed to have gone smoothly, but when the director turned up at the editing suite one day and punched the code into the security lock on the door – it didn’t open. The code had been changed. He was locked out. The end of the film was being re-shot and that was the extent of his contribution to the movie. Thanks, we’ll take over from here, was the message he received. He is credited as director on the finished film. It was a flop, inevitably.


Another friend had temporarily to leave the editing of his film to fly from LA to his daughter’s wedding in Australia. He was away for five days. When he came back to work his entire film had been re-cut by the producers. ‘We wanted you to see the way we like it’, he was told. He quit.


SCORING

Again, you may find there’s some directorial autonomy here. The director will usually choose the composer and will ‘spot’ the moments in the film where he wants music under the action. But here, also, you’re only as good as your composer. I remember a producer who had won an Oscar for his film telling me that he was convinced the film would fail because he had seen it unscored – the music changed everything.


DISTRIBUTION

Your film is made, post-production is over – and so too is your moment in the sun. Other experts and other influences now begin to dominate. If you are a very powerful director, or if your film is very low budget, you may have a say in how the film-poster looks and how the film is marketed and released. Very often it is out of your hands. The film may be released two years after you finished it or may go straight to DVD or TV – or not at all, or at least not in the way you ever imagined5. There are many secret movies out there languishing on dusty shelves.


THE CREDIT

You may have guessed by now where all this is heading. Imagine everything that can go wrong – the worst-case scenario – that you directed a film based on a script you didn’t contribute to, starring a leading actor you didn’t cast, that you were locked out of your editing suite and a different score was added and that the film was never released. In consolation, however, the film is nonetheless dubbed ‘A FILM BY ALAN SMITHEE’ or ‘AN ALAN SMITHEE FILM’ or ‘ALAN SMITHEE’S FILM’ – one or other of these formulations is usually applied.


This credit is known in the film industry as the ‘possessory’ credit. It was used long before the 1960s – Frank Capra and Hitchcock, for example, had negotiated possessory credits on their movies, so had some producers – but in 1967 things came to a head. This ‘film by’ credit has always been contentious in the film business. Not surprisingly, it is particularly resented by screenwriters and producers and in 1966 an agreement was reached and ratified between the Writers Guild of America and the Association of Motion Picture and Television Producers (AMPTP) that there should be no possessory credit on a film ‘unless the person accorded the credit is a writer entitled to a credit on the screen or the author of source material’. With hindsight this seems almost incredible: the only person who could justifiably claim a ‘film by’ credit was the writer. A writer?


The Director’s Guild of America mobilised in a way never seen before or since. On 16 May 1967 a special meeting of the DGA was held to vote for strike action. Hitchcock was there, Fred Zinnemann was there, Frank Capra and George Stevens were there. The mood was inflamed and passionate, further stirred by a cable sent by David Lean. Lean wrote:

We directors who have possessory credits have hard- earned them over many years for good reason. We are paid big money because we can bring audience-pulling star quality to our films as a whole... As a typical example take my own case ‘David Lean’s film of Doctor Zhivago’. I worked one year with the writer [not named, but it was Robert Bolt]. Unlike him I directed not only the actors but the cameraman, set designer, costume designer, sound men, editor, composer, even the laboratory in their final print. Unlike him I chose the actors, the technicians, the subject and asked him to write it. I staged it. I filmed it. It was my film of his script which I shot when he was not there. If a director, writer or producer cannot claim such overall responsibility it should not be called his film. If he can, it truly is his film. Sincerely, David Lean.

Thus rallied, the DGA called a strike and in the face of it the AMPTP backed down. It was agreed in new negotiations in 1970 that the director’s right to negotiate for a possessory credit would be recognised ‘as an inalienable right which shall not be abridged in any manner’. John Frankenheimer commented, ‘It was a very big victory for all of us. It’s a credit that directors are entitled to negotiate for. It’s a credit that cannot be treated lightly’.


As the shrillness of Lean’s tone indicates, and as the pointed omission of his friend Robert Bolt’s name underlines (not to mention Boris Pasternak), this was seen by film directors in Hollywood as a fundamental struggle for authorship between writer and director. The Writers’ Guild lost and has never recovered the ground it had gained in the original AMPTP agreement of 1966. If anything, the situation today is worse. No director ‘negotiates’ for his possessory credit these days or makes a case for his or her creative contribution: now, almost without exception, every film carries the same rubric. ‘A film by Alan Smithee’ is the industry norm.


CUTTING THE CREATIVE CAKE

As you will have noticed from the above, film is – unarguably, immutably – a collaborative art form. Everybody contributes in all departments. When Jim Clark re-cut Midnight Cowboy (he was not credited as editor but as ‘creative consultant’) the new version of the hitherto unreleasable film went on to win Oscars for its director, producer and writer. Needless to say it was a ‘John Schlesinger Film’. What slice of the creative cake did Jim Clark deserve? Or is the film made enduringly memorable by Dustin Hoffman’s performance or Harry Nilsson’s haunting song ‘Everybody’s talkin’’6?


THE SPY WHO CAME IN FROM THE COLD

Let’s take this 1965 ‘film by Martin Ritt’ as a convenient template. Solidly if unremarkably directed, the film is astonishingly faithful to John le Carré’s seminal 1963 novel. Screenwriters Paul Dehn and Guy Trosper barely depart from the narrative of the book – only at the very end do they clarify the author’s teasing ambiguity (film can never be as subtle as the novel). So, by any remotely logical assessment, if I were going to slice up the cake of creative contribution in the film of The Spy then John le Carré would probably deserve at least 70%. Some might argue that he deserves more as almost everything that is on screen derives clearly and directly from his novel – one looks vainly for any other influence in the characterisation, the shape, textures and pacing of the story. Except that the one rogue factor in the film is Richard Burton’s incredible, mesmerising performance as Alec Leamas, Le Carré’s world-weary protagonist. If anyone ever doubted the magnetism of Burton’s screen presence then The Spy is the answer. So perhaps it is Burton’s performance that makes the film resonate today, nearly 50 years later, that makes it live on in our minds. But how preposterous would it be to make it ‘Richard Burton’s film’ of The Spy Who Came In From The Cold? The argument here is not about who should claim authorship. Rather that, given the nature of the way films are made, the so-called ‘authorship’ of a film is both an irrelevance and inapposite.


Interestingly, when the Writer’s Guild won their concession in 1966 from the AMPTP, they were not wanting to claim exclusive authorship on behalf of writers alone – it wasn’t, from their point of view, a writer versus director battle. They merely wanted to put in place a process that could decide who merited the claim to authorial possession of the film – if such a claim were sought. If Frank Borzage made a film of Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms then someone had to arbitrate over who gained the possessory credit – Borzage or Hemingway. But the directors felt very threatened in the face of this reasonable demand – none more so than our own shrinking violet David Lean. They vowed to strike and, in winning the brinkmanship battle, they thereby perpetrated a system of spurious authorship of films that everyone who has worked in the film business knows is – with a very, very few rare exceptions7 – completely absurd.


A THOUGHT EXPERIMENT

Imagine a world where this sort of announcement would be possible. You are going to a concert to hear Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. On the poster outside the concert hall you read: ‘A Symphony by Simon Rattle and the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, written by Ludwig van Beethoven.’ Or, standing in Shaftesbury Avenue outside a theatre, you see, high on the building in red neon, ‘The Cherry Orchard – a play by Peter Hall, written by Anton Chekhov.’ Farcical! Nonsense! Ludicrous! Yet this is exactly the system that pertains in the film industry – authorship is routinely claimed where authorship is both impossible and unmerited. You will argue that the film director is a massively important part of the film-making process, absolutely vital – and this is entirely true: a vital part alongside your other absolutely vital colleagues and contributors. Rest assured, the credit ‘directed by Alan Smithee’ – like the credit ‘written by’ – is both a fair and just reflection of your indispensable work and, more importantly, a highly honourable one as well. Everyone will know what you have done – everyone will know what you have suffered – everyone will know what you have achieved.




Footnotes


 1. For many years Alan Smithee was the accepted pseudonym used when directors removed their name from a film. The Internet Movie Database credits ‘Alan Smithee’ with over 30 productions. Use of the name was officially discontinued in 2000.


 2. I have written 45 screenplays over my career, so far. Fifteen of them have been made into films, the first in 1982; the latest in 2010. One of them I directed: The Trench (1999).


 3. I heard this from the 1st assistant himself. 


 4. This is Jim Clark – a legendary editor – the man who ‘saved’ Midnight Cowboy by re-cutting it entirely and who won his Oscar for The Killing Fields. He also cut Stanley Donen’s Charade and my film, The Trench, I’m proud to say, amongst dozens of others. His recently published memoir, Dream Repair Man, is the best book on film editing I know.


5. This happened with the film I wrote based on my novel Stars and Bars (1984, starring Daniel Day Lewis and directed by Pat O’Connor). The film was made, great plans were afoot for its release, the Hollywood studio – Columbia Pictures – was full of confidence. And then there was a total regime change at the studio. Everyone was fired. The new head of production wanted nothing to do with the films of her predecessor. Stars and Bars was released in two cinemas, one in Los Angeles, one in New York. The poster was in black and white.


6. Adding Nilsson’s song was Jim Clark’s idea. He stuck it in over Ratso’s trip south to Miami as a temp track. It stayed. It defines the film in most people’s minds.


7. It has been argued that the only true ‘auteur’ in contemporary cinema is Russ Meyer, purveyor of classic soft-porn movies of the 1960s and 70s such as Beyond the Valley of the Dolls and SuperVixens. On his films Meyer credited himself as director, writer, producer, cinematographer and editor.






 Guy Mathers
Three Songs

 

Learning to Unlove You

Learning to unlove you will take a little time

 But now I’ve got forever that’s OK 

To take you off the books 

Untangle all the hooks

I’m looking forward to it in a way

Getting to forget you will be like tearing down 

The palace of your beauty in my mind

 Take one last look around

 Then burn it to the ground

Unloving you will take a little time

To treat you like a fever

 Like my known enemy 

To be a nonbeliever

 In my own memory

I wake up in the morning no more than half awake 

A headful of ideas in my mind

 A host of things unsaid 

And strangers in my bed

Unloving you will take a little time...







Complicated Man

They said, why did you make a pile of money

 And blow it all, five hundred thousand grand

 Was that your way of trying to be funny

 I said: well, I’m a complicated man

They said, why did you write the breakout single

 Then just when they got big you quit the band 

To write a string of advertising jingles

 I said: well, I’m a complicated man

They said, so when you found your perfect lover

 And when your life was finally going to plan

 Why did you turn your back and run for cover 

I said: well, I’m a complicated man...







He's not me

You talk about your new man like honey from the bee 

But he’s no superhuman and he’s not me 

He drives a black Mercedes and he plays a mean piano

 A way with all the ladies and a punch like Marciano 

He’s got a lot – so what, if he’s not me?

He’s sweeter than the cherries that blossom on the tree 

He tastes like wild berries but he’s not me 

He’s worth half a million, gambles with the biggest chips 

He burned the towers of Ilium and he launched a thousand ships 

He’s got a lot – so what, if he’s not me?

A ninety-eight-foot yacht, he’s got a sixty-inch TV

 I know what’s what and what he’s not and what he’s not is me

 And when he finds your honey pot he’ll be a busy bee 

But till you give him all you’ve got then all you’ve got is me

He’s full of sound and fury and stories of the sea 

The power and the glory, but he’s not me 

He crossed the Arctic tundra and he sailed the wide Atlantic

 A voice like molten thunder only slightly more romantic 

And once he’s got you under him he might try something tantric 

He’s hot, but what’s he got if he’s not me?








 Peter Foster
When the Dream Goes Grey:
On Board the USS Roosevelt

 The time is 2200 Zulu – GMT to civilians. Our first hours on board the USS Theodore Roosevelt are coming to a close. It is May 1999 and the seas are calm as the 97,000 tonne aircraft carrier moves gently through the North Ionian Sea, somewhere off the coast of Italy. We are not allowed to know exactly where.


The vibrating of the engines and the low-intensity red light in the tiny cabin create a quasi-foetal security. But twenty decks below, two nuclear reactors are on the boil – making steam for the ship’s turbines. Just like an enormous kettle, one sailor said, by way of reassurance. A nuclear kettle nonetheless.


The Roosevelt is 1000 feet long and the height of a 24-storey building. The queen bee of America’s eighth Carrier Air Wing (CVW-8), its fire-power is pretty well equal to the entire Royal Air Force. America has at least six of these Nimitz-class monsters wandering the world in perpetual rotation. The first was named for the great Admiral (Nimitz) but subsequently many were christened after Presidents – JFK, Washington and Eisenhower. The USS Reagan is already under construction. When Washington decides it wants to bomb something – Libya, Iraq, Kosovo or a Bin Laden bomb factory – the Oval Office asks: ‘Where is the nearest carrier?’


Twenty years ago I built a ship like this on my parent’s kitchen table. Even the model was an impressive sight. She dwarfed the battle-cruiser Graf Spee and the pair of U-boats already sailing my bedroom bookshelf. According to the notes with the kit, the USS Nimitz was the ‘vanguard of US naval power in the cold-war period’.


Some time later, her superstructure and starboard gun emplacement were eaten by a Labrador puppy. After a period in dry-dock on my father’s desk, it was announced she could not be saved. She was tipsily floated on the duck pond at the bottom of the garden and I scuttled her with an air-rifle. ‘Nothing gold can stay,’ wrote Robert Frost.


* * *


On board the Roosevelt, climbing into bed requires the combined skills of an Olympic highjumper and a limbo dancer. The steel bunks are known as ‘Racks’. They are stacked three-high, sixty to a room – little more than filing cabinets for the ship’s 5,500 crew. Library books get more space than this. Each enlisted man sleeps on a 2’2’’ wide mattress with less than 18 inches of headroom between him and the single steel drawer for the personal belongings of the bunk above.


There is no ladder. I attempt to climb into the top bunk, six feet high. I end up stuck – my rear-end pointing skywards into the cabin. A second effort, a slow-motion Fosbury-flop, is executed while trying to climb into the bunk backwards. I graze my coccyx and am no nearer success. My third and fourth attempts – a lunge, a semi-acrobatic swing from an over-head pipe – are little more than gestures of frustration.


A passing Petty Officer, too well-mannered to laugh, explains. You mount the bunk as if creeping up from behind – swinging leg, arm and shoulder into the space in a single movement, while pushing off from a foothold on the bunk below. With practice, this manoeuvre can be accomplished without waking the man sleeping underneath – in my case, a photographer from the Boston Herald. Who is awake now. And grumpy.


Overhead, pipes and brackets start to clank and shake violently. Collision? Melting reactor core? The noise reaches a startling crescendo – phizzzzz – then a kerthuuunk loud enough to make you duck under the pillow: ‘What in fuck’s name was that?’ asks the bunk below.


That was the ‘cat’ – the steam-driven machine used to launch aeroplanes from the Roosevelt’s deck. It accelerates a fully-laden F14 from a standstill to 160mph in under two seconds. They calculate that a London double-decker bus would fly for half a mile before it hit the sea – from Trafalgar Square, say, to St Paul’s.


Even with the earplugs provided (as well as a pair of monogrammed Theodore Roosevelt anti-verruca shower slippers) sleep that first night was impossible. We dressed again and went topside to stand on the observation deck – known as Vultures’ Row.


On the deck, a figure in a yellow jersey attached another Fl4 to the catapult by its nose-wheel. The deckhandler vigorously pumped hand-signals. The pilot brought the jet’s afterburners to full power, so the engines emitted two shimmering cones of orange flame. The cones sharpened as power increased and the colours changed – orange, red, dark crimson and finally blue. For long seconds, the Tomcat bucked and twitched.


Another hand-signal. And the plane was howling down the flightpath and into the air. A thin line of black vapour sank softly back to earth.


Transfixed, we watched the last plane fade to a dot, as the men in their colour-coded jerseys began work on the next. The catapult mechanism scurried and bobbled back up the deck like the hare at a dogtrack. Men ushered the next aircraft forward, like ordinary workmen directing a crane or a lorry. In the lull, a crewman shouted that each jersey signified a different area of responsibility. Yellow for handlers. Red for weapons/ ordnance. Purple for re-fuelling. Green for technicians.


A fast-jet taking off is so loud that you do not ‘hear’ the sound. You feel it. Pulse after pulse after pulse powering through your chest. No one speaks on deck. Everything is done by semaphor and the drills are instinctive. It looks like a detail from an Olympic opening ceremony – only a lot sharper.


Lashing rain, noise, the stinging reek of aviation fuel – but we waited for the last jet to fly away before retreating below to sleep. A Times war correspondent once remarked on the grin men give each other when they ride in helicopters or on tanks. I have since seen a photograph taken of the journalists on Vultures’ Row. All the men are grinning. The two women reporters – pure coincidence – are tight-lipped and frowning.


That night the Hornets and Tomcats were fully-armed and headed for Kosovo, which Nato had bombed non-stop for more than 40 days and nights.


The air campaign was going poorly. Stray Nato bombs had already accounted for a civilian train, a convoy of refugees – and later the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. Afterwards I spoke to a journalist friend who remained in Belgrade throughout the campaign. About this time, the Serb authorities rounded up foreign journalists and drove them to a mortuary in a small town outside Belgrade. Several body bags containing the jumbled remains of eleven young children were emptied onto the floor. They were invited to puzzle them back together again.


Another day, it was the remains of a civilian convoy which had been mistaken for a column of Serb troops – by a pair of F16s flying at 15,000 feet. The Serbs left three severed heads on the hillside above the road. The journalists, with their shaky Shakespeare, named them Hamlet.


Two days later, at a NATO airbase in Italy, a senior RAF officer told me, after much drinking, the F16s had misidentified their targets because the pilots didn’t have high-powered binoculars. He immediately sent back a requisition form, asking for 12 new pairs. They had still not arrived.


* * *


While the pilots flew their missions, we settled down to brunch. The ship has three mess halls. The sailors eat straight from their pink, vacuum-moulded, plastic trays. There are separate craters for main course, vegetables and pudding. The food looks as if it could do with a walk in the fresh air – like everything else below decks. The rice and green beans have a mortician’s pallor under the serving lights. Drinks from the Pepsi machine, I discover, are no longer carbonated. As I lower my lips to a beaker of flat, syrupy Fanta, I notice everyone else is drinking milk.


Off-duty sailors wear denims. Deck workers eat in their overalls and coloured jerseys. The colour-coded teams do not mix, so the place looks like a municipal flowerbed. It is hard for the inexperienced hand to tell whether the planes overhead are taking off or landing. I ask a sailor if you ever get used to the coffee cups rattling every few minutes. ‘We’re all from San Francisco, we’re born to it.’ It’s a joke they crack for all the new arrivals.


All the food has that ‘Avgas’ aftertaste – even the two-foot stack of eggs being shelled by a kitchen hand for tomorrow’s breakfast. There is a framed quotation from Theodore Roosevelt on the galley door. The valiant man spends himself in a worthy cause, his ‘face marred by dust, sweat and blood’. If he fails, it says, at least he fails while daring greatly. A Mess Specialist 3rd class, with a moustache and New York accent, stares like a mystic into the bowl of an outsized food-mixer as it beats tomorrow’s donuts.


This kitchen hand is one of thousands – the galley hands, postal workers, barbers, dental technicians, payroll clerks, and supply workers – who make the Roosevelt function. They never step out onto the flight-deck, except when the crew are treated to a barbecue and a game of volleyball on deck. This is known as a ‘steel picnic’.


Jennifer is a 19 year old Texan with thick glasses and a shy smile. She works in supply. Her job is to keep the galley stocked with food. Another person delivers ballpoints, copier refills and erasers to any offices that have run short. The USS Roosevelt is so big that when his last delivery is complete he starts all over again. For the six months of the ‘cruise’ he delivers Biros and photocopy toner.


The Texan comes from Eustace (population 662). After graduation from High School, she went to boot-camp in the Great Lakes in Florida. There she learned about ejector seat safety equipment and was posted to an F18 Squadron. She arrived to be told not to unpack her kit bag because they were sailing in three days. She finds the war ‘real exciting’, even if she works in the supply detail. It’s ‘real cool’ that women can serve their country just like the men.


She misses the open air, though. Occasionally, when she has time, she stands on one of the few walkways that look out to sea – like the one near the smoking sponson. Even though she doesn’t smoke. Some of her detail don’t understand, but she likes to look out, feel the wind, get a sense of motion. It calms you, keeps you from going mad crazy. ‘See, nothing much changes round here. Same people, same scenery, same food, same job. Eat, sleep and supply. That’s it.’


There are only two places to smoke on board and they were designed with giving up in mind. They are called the ‘crack houses’. Each is 40 feet square and too dark to see from one side to the other. An opening at one end looks out to sea. The only light is red, so we don’t show ourselves to the enemy. Outside is Jennifer’s walkway. It is a relief to feel the wind. In spite of its size, the Roosevelt is claustrophobic. Only outside do you get a sense of how massive she is.


Inside the ‘Crack House’, there are a couple of engine mechanics on a break. They accept a tax-free Marlboro and we ask about what really goes on – the stuff excluded from the glossy brochure we were given when we came on board.


They answer that most people don’t have the energy for sex but they put something in the food to keep you down, just in case. Anyway, the women have to pass an ‘ugly test’ before they’re let on board. Some people do it, sure, in the dark places like the fan rooms or store cupboards. One couple did it in the engine cowling of a F18, I heard, but that’s bullshit. It’s a serious rap. Lose half a stripe. Or half a month’s pay for two months and see the captain. Drugs? No way. I’ve been tested one time this cruise already. Alcohol? Sometimes. But don’t go telling anyone this shit. Who did you say you were? Reporters. You’d better be.


The hangar deck, where the mechanics maintain the jets, is the size of a football field. Two Tomcats have their electronic entrails hanging out. A Hornet has lost a wing. In a small clearing among drop-tanks and replacement nose-cones, fifteen fat men and women in monogrammed USS ROOSEVELT shorts and t-shirts are doing starjumps. The fitness instructor calls out the time – ee-hup, ee-hup, ee-hup – while the class tries to keep up. The bi-annual fitness test requires sailors to complete a mile and a half run within a set time, adjusted according to age. A 41-year-old is given l8 minutes. All these sailors have failed.


Below decks, televisions hang from the walls, showing movies and MTV. Tonight the main movie is a Hammer horror. The news channel only covers road rage incidents in Tennessee and the baseball scores. Elsewhere, the ship’s gospel choir is belting out hymns and alleluias. The bible study group is tackling a passage from St John. A sailor, just off shift, has his ear-plugs in and is reading a Tom Clancy thriller in his bunk. In the ship’s recreation arcade, a couple of young guys are shoving quarters into the video games. Two more play table-tennis. A girl playing battleships whoops when she scores a direct hit on her opponent’s carrier. Another sailor teaches a friend to play chess. Explaining the knight is proving tricky.


The chief medical officer says the war situation has helped with psychological problems this cruise. There have still been self-mutilations, but you get that on every ship. They have a special observation ward for the bad cases. The surgeon keeps busy doing vasectomies. Very popular this tour of duty – five since leaving port and still two months to go. Could be a record. Most of the time it’s just bumps on the head from the bulkheads and sprained ankles from slipping in the shower. Only nut-cases and pregnant women, five so far, get a ticket home.


* * *


We leave after dawn on a cargo plane called a COD – Carrier-on-board delivery aircraft, better known as the ‘mailplane’ or ‘the waggon’. I have a Theodore Roosevelt bathrobe in my bag. I am strapped in next to an F14 pilot on his way back to base. He looks unconcerned when the cabin fills with white smoke as the catapult warms up. The COD has no passenger windows: the only indication you are about to fly is the raised hand of the cabin attendant, who doubles as cargo loader and co-pilot. The plane shakes dementedly in the grip of the catapult.


The F14 fighter jock says that, for a flimsy cargo bucket like this, they have the cat on reduced power or it would rip the nosewheel clean off.
He laughs when he sees the looks on our faces at take-off.


The acceleration flings you against the shoulder straps. When you leave the deck, there is a moment of momentum – of indeterminacy, of free-fall. As if the aircraft is undecided whether or not to fly. The moment prolongs itself and prolongs itself.


Then we feel the rumble of conventional flight.






 Patrick Marber
Casting

 An office. Scripts, phones, coffee etc. The Spotlight. CVs. KERRY (the Casting Director), her assistant LONA, FRANK (the Producer), JEFF (the Director).


KERRY

Let’s talk about Pontius. Jeff, how old can we go?


JEFF

Late 40s tops. He’s gotta be fuckable.


KERRY

OK. Lona have you got the list?

(Lona hands Kerry a list of names.)


Nick Gomm?


JEFF

Mmm, bit small.


FRANK

Not on screen.



JEFF

Yeah but if Jason says yes to Jesus he’s gonna tower over Nick Gomm’s Pontius.


FRANK

It’s a bridge worth crossing. Could work – the small guy fucking over the tall one.


JEFF

I dunno, I just don’t see Pontius as small.


KERRY

Trust Keating?


JEFF

Don’t want a Yank.


KERRY

He does a good English accent.


JEFF

They never do.


KERRY

No, he does, he was in... what was that...?


LONA

‘Hope and Dreams’.


JEFF

He did Scottish in that.


FRANK

I thought it was Welsh.


KERRY

Let’s move on. Offbeat choice, Tim King?


JEFF

Yes. What’s he done recently?


FRANK

He’s in rehab.


KERRY

Really? Drugs?


FRANK

Sex, actually. Some clinic in... where’s that place in Switzerland?


KERRY

Geneva?


FRANK

No, the other one.


KERRY

Zurich.


FRANK

Yeah, he’s in Zurich. A clinic in Zurich.


JEFF

When’s he out?


FRANK

Forget it, we can’t insure him.


KERRY

Any takers for Gregory Free?


JEFF

Too camp.


KERRY

He’s straight.


JEFF

Whatever, he’s still camp.


FRANK

And he is gay.


KERRY

He’s married.


FRANK

And he IS gay. He married a beard, she’s his PA. He’s queer as Christmas, OK ? Let’s move on.


KERRY

Vince Engel.


JEFF

He’s perfect. Would he do it?


KERRY

He needs the money, he’s just got divorced.


JEFF

Fantastic – straight offer him.


KERRY

You don’t want to meet?


FRANK

I think you should meet.


JEFF

Will he read?


KERRY

Doubt it.


JEFF

He doesn’t need to read. I know his – he was brilliant in that... he’s got real edge.


FRANK

 Are we talking about the same guy?


 JEFF

 Vinny Angel. 


KERRY

 No, Vincent Engel.


JEFF 

Who’s he?


 KERRY 

He’s from New Zealand. 


JEFF

 Oh. No, forget it.


 KERRY 

He’s quite hot, he’s just won a prize at the Toronto – 


FRANK

 Toronto? Fuck Toronto, he won’t sell a ticket.


 JEFF 

But what about Vinny Angel? 


KERRY 

He’s American, you said you didn’t – 


JEFF

 Yeah but I mean Vinny Angel, he can do anything. 


KERRY 

Will you check him Lona? Glenn at CAA. 


LONA picks up the phone and begins to dial 


FRANK 

Hold on, isn’t Vinny Angel too edgy? And he’s not fuckable. 


JEFF

 I’m just saying it’s a way to go. And he’s very fuckable. Kerry? 


KERRY

 Fuckable...ish. I don’t think he’ll do it anyway.


 FRANK

 OK, check him.


KERRY

Could we go ethnic?


JEFF

On Pontius? Sure, he was ethnic.


KERRY

Wilson Hart?


FRANK

Excellent. Great actor, love him.


JEFF

He’s black.


KERRY

He likes the script.


JEFF

He’s black. I meant we could go European or Hispanic, you know, Antonio –


FRANK 

What about him? 


KERRY

 Not Available.


 LONA

 Vinny Angel’s not available.


 JEFF

 Shit, what’s he doing?


 LONA

 A play.


 JEFF

 A play?


LONA

 Macbeth in Williamstown. 


JEFF

 Christ. Can we get him out of it?


 LONA

 They’re in previews.


 FRANK

 Wilson Hart’s your man.


 KERRY

 Will you check him Lona?


 LONA picks up the phone


 JEFF

 Pontius Pilate was not black.


 KERRY 

OK, how about Ron Lambert?


 JEFF

 Perfect.


 FRANK 

He’s dead. Fell off his Harley. 


KERRY

 Shit, when ?


 FRANK

 Sunday.


 KERRY

 Lona checked him last week, they said he was available.


 LONA (still on phone)

 I didn’t speak to the agent, only the –


FRANK

Last week he was in a coma so he was technically available.


JEFF (wistful)

Ron Lambert.


KERRY

Are you sure he died?


FRANK

Trust me, the man is in the ground.


JEFF

He’d have been perfect.


FRANK

The fucker’s dead, leave him alone. He was a drunk anyway.


KERRY

That’s the list. I think we should send a script to Nick Gomm. Jeffie?


JEFF

He’s very small.


KERRY

He’s very good.


JEFF

Isn’t he better for Judas?


KERRY

We’ve cast Billy Earle as Judas.


JEFF

Yeah... but...


FRANK

We’ve done the money, it’s signed.


JEFF

So change the dates... he becomes unavailable and we... change the dates back. It’s standard.


KERRY

Billy Earle is really good for Judas. You cast him as Judas, he was your first choice.


JEFF

 I know but I’ve gone off him, he’s ludicrous in that fucking ad he’s doing.


 FRANK

 Who cares?


 JEFF

 Nick Gomm is a better Judas than Billy Earle will ever be.


 FRANK

 I’ve got another meeting. I’ve got to go. 


JEFF

 OK, OK, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Offer Wilson Hart Pontius.


 FRANK 

Good decision.


 KERRY 

You’re sure?


 JEFF 

Yes. No. Yes. So what if he’s black. Yeah... it’s good. He’ll be great. 


LONA (putting phone down) 

He’s not available.






 A Good Idea in Theory
Madame Bovary, C’est Moi

 In the last of the current season’s ‘In Our Time’ (12 July 2007, BBC Radio 4), the topic of Melvyn Bragg’s guests was ‘The Trial of Madame Bovary’. The programme provided a sighting of the theoretician rampant in the person of Andy Martin, lecturer in French at the University of Cambridge. He began by denying that Flaubert’s novel was ‘great’ – a demonstration of his smirking intellectual freedom from the conventional, his fearless embrace of the controversial. It was fancy foot-work throughout. Up-to-the-decade, Martin summarised the plot as ‘one wedding, a couple of adulterous liaisons, and a funeral’. (A topical reference to a popular 1994 film.)


At the end of the programme, Bragg asked his guests whether they would have acquitted Flaubert. Martin began by emphasising Flaubert’s complicity with his trial. He had drawn attention to passages excised in the Revue de Paris magazine version of Madame Bovary. Flaubert enjoyed the publicity. He had good reason to think he would be acquitted. However, Martin said he would, like a good liberal, acquit Flaubert because he was against banning books. Lest we think him intellectually timorous, Martin then floated a daring, perverse and well-rehearsed contrarian line of argument: ‘But you know I think I would secretly have been tut-tutting pretty much. Because, look, OK, I’m going to try to summarise this in a sentence. I think of Flaubert as a rapist, er, because he forces sex on his heroine.’


Bragg: ‘Generally it’s the people in the book who force sex on his heroine and she herself is looking for sex.’


Martin: [untranscribable splutter] ‘Now you’re following the Flaubertian line – ’


Bragg: ‘I’m following the idea of fiction...’


Martin: ‘Let us dissociate the author from his own book. There’s the book floating in mid-air, as he says. It’s just a texte, as Barthes would say, and so on. However, if you want to return to the real world, as you’re suggesting, clearly Flaubert wrote it, he made those things up, he made those characters do what he wanted them to do. It’s not as though they have a life of their own. Therefore you have to say, in some sense, he subjected Emma to constant, you know, these sexual events. Now, you know, what strikes me, to just kind of home in on what strikes me as the crux of the whole book. I mentioned the unreality effect. He’s talking about her consciousness throughout. What was really the break-through of the book was not sex, it was rather that he, Flaubert, claimed to know what was going on inside the mind of a woman, to speak on her behalf, so to speak. Now, that act of penetration, so to speak, seems to me to be the crux of the whole thing... But now, it’s not peculiar to Flaubert: you’re probably thinking, God, I do that all the time in my novels. But now, whether or not one has a divine right, a kind of, you know, secret omniscience, particularly in this, it seems to me that male novelists claim all the time, to know what women are thinking, this is something that arises in the Nineteenth Century especially and becomes the, as it were, privilege, the distinction of the novelist – to know what a woman is thinking – is strictly dubious.’


So: incoherent, pretty much, but you get the drift. Martin is taking up the controversial position that male writers have no special right of access to women’s minds. Right on. To imagine what a woman is thinking is an act of rape, an act of penetration. [And you, Melvyn, are a rapist. Because you are a novelist.]


Question: when George Eliot imagines what a male character thinks, is she a sodomite?


In the Areté office, we were divided: was it Andy Martin’s views or his preening self-satisfied delivery that was more offensive? In the end, after several pained hours of transcription, we decided that form was inseparable from content.


We were much taken by the ‘coherence’ of his position.


1. Flaubert is a rapist because he forces sex on his character. In answer to the objection that Emma Bovary appears to solicit sex, Andy Martin tells us that Flaubert’s text is divorced from its author; and Flaubert is therefore a rapist. [The methodology of this position can summarised thus: if the text is independent of its author, I can bloody well think what I like.]


2. In the real world, though, text and author are in a meaningful relationship. Flaubert is a novelist in control of his characters, who have sex, and therefore he is a rapist. [This line of argument would work if the characters were real people and being forced against their will. But, as Martin himself says, they have no life of their own – and are strictly fictional.]


[So, any novelist who describes a rape – Hardy, for example – is a rapist. Any novelist whose characters have sex is a rapist.]


3. Further, Flaubert is a rapist because he imagines he can imagine a woman’s consciousness.


Ah yes: the beautiful, predestined ‘enriched’ muddle of theory.


4. Earlier in the discussion, Professor Mary Orr, salvaging a shred of Emma’s reputation, mentioned that Emma Bovary refuses the lawyer Diomart’s innuendo – be my mistress, and I’ll assist you – by replying that she is not for sale. Andy Martin was swift to overthrow this simple-mindedness. ‘Of course, as soon as she says I’m not for sale, the thing you think is, OK you’re for sale. Inevitably. In other words, she’s a prostitute. That’s how she comes over in the novel.’ And he elaborated his (‘semi-insane’) theory that Emma Bovary was really based on the prostitutes encountered by Flaubert on his philandering Egyptian tour of the flesh-pots with Maxime DuCamp. ‘It’s not based on a woman in Normandy, in fact, but a dancing girl in Cairo.’


5. So, Emma Bovary is a tart, doing it for money, whom Flaubert rapes because he has the temerity to imagine the contents of her consciousness and force fictional acts of sex on his prostitute heroine. Brilliant. The fun of theory.






 Matthew Norman
Stabbing: A Memoir

 In late January 1991, I was in a private Johannesburg hospital. Four feet of rubber tube drained the blood from my left lung into a glass receptacle. I had been stabbed.

* * *


I was on a semi-working holiday. My idea was to investigate the South African phenomenon of ‘family suicide’, in which the depressed Afrikaner father would shoot, or poison, his wife and children – and then himself. The main purpose of my trip, though, was to visit old family friends. I was staying in their bungalow in a northern suburb of Jo’burg – a kilometre from Alexandra. Alexandra was an incendiary township even by apartheid standards.


Warren was an expat Englishman and a devout Lubbavitcheh Jew in his late fifties. Now dead, he was in 1991 the survivor of not one, but two aortic ruptures. He found himself in Jo’burg after several unhappy, disillusioning years in Israel. His South African-born wife, fifteen years younger, greeted my arrival with a detailed lecture – about the locking of security gates and the use of panic buttons. I smiled quietly to myself at this paranoia, and thought little more about it.


* * *


The following Monday morning, exactly a week later, the radio clock by my bed informed me it was 4.37 a.m. It wasn’t the first alarm – an un-threatening basso profundo monotone – at 4.35 a.m. that gave concern. I had heard this sound a dozen times a day, and more, since arriving. Anything from the sharp movement of a spider to a sneeze would provoke it. Within a few seconds, someone turned it off. I drifted back into the sleep from which I had never fully emerged.


The second alarm, though – the one activated by pressing a red button on a hand-held panic panel connected to a private security firm – was another matter. A mortifying, two-tone counter-tenor screech, like a New York police car on helium. Remember the scene in Silkwood when the nuclear power plant worker activates the radiation sensors after contamination with uranium dust?


This one was impossible to ignore – even before I heard increasingly desperate cries of ‘Matthew, Matthew, he’s killing me. For God’s sake, Matthew’. The cries came from the kitchen. My reaction was less automatic, perhaps, and certainly less brave, than it may appear. For a fraction of a second I ran over the options. But by the time I was on my feet, it was already clear that my reflex response – to hide in the cupboard until the noise abated – was not a serious option.


That would have been the courageous act, the one truest to myself.


The coward’s reaction, having gauged how reports of this valour would play back in London, was to light a Marlboro red and take a trip to the scene of the action. What I saw there – fag hanging from mouth and clad only in a pair of Wacky Races Y-fronts – came, initially, as an intense relief. A slim black boy (more accurately, the café-au-lait boy), about 5ft 6in tall, barefoot and wearing an engaging ensemble – orange shorts, blue and white hooped T-shirt – was bent over Warren, repeatedly crashing a hammer on to his skull. The hammer was prima facie evidence that, unlike most Jo’burg house-breakers of that era, at least this one wasn’t packing an AK47.


It is impossible to guess accurately how long the ensuing struggle took – in the absence of a clock radio, and given the distortion of time caused by traumatic events. Common sense suggests three or four minutes.


Still puffing on the Marlboro, I picked up a dinner chair, holding it in front of me as I edged forward. A series of hammer blows caused it to disintegrate like a bar stool in a Wild West saloon brawl. Then the boy took his hammer to my head – freeing Warren to crawl off into the hall where he slumped on the carpet.


Warren’s wife was screaming. She had somehow managed to pick up a hammer wound of her own to the forehead. The siren whooped. The boy yelled – reedily hysterical yells – and I shouted wheezy shouts. It was medieval Bedlam in a third rate BBC costume drama.


Warren was motionless in the hall. His wife tended to what appeared to be his corpse. So the dining room was cleared now for an eccentric duel. Another chair was smashed to pieces. As I sashayed across the floor towards the kitchen, my right hand gripped his bony left wrist, while his right hand looked in vain for the space and trajectory to deliver a knockout hammer blow.


We rested for a while by the fridge – a brief period of incongruous tranquillity that brought to mind those Christmas Day football matches in no-man’s-land between British and German troops in the First World War.


Then hostilities resumed. The drunken dance retraced its preposterous steps to the dining room table. I may vaguely have noticed a quick hand movement and a glint of stainless steel. But, if so, I thought nothing of it – preferring to point out to the boy that if he didn’t make a run for it at once, the security people were sure to arrive within minutes and would shoot him dead in lukewarm, if not cold, blood.


‘Then turn the alarm off,’ he screamed. I picked up the device and pressed the ‘off’ button. It was now that I remembered a brief conversation over dinner the night before – about the need to replace its batteries.


‘Turn it off,’ he repeated, a little louder, raising the hammer and giving me a whack on the left arm.


‘Look, it doesn’t work. Try it for yourself.’


Realising the truth of this, after a farewell hammer blow to my head, the slim boy departed. How he squeezed himself through one of the iron grilles guarding all the windows I have never understood. But that was how he got in, and that was how he got out.


The scene he left was schlock horror banal. Out in the hall, Warren’s wife was sobbing down the phone as she bent over what still seemed a dead body. Blood was splattered over the white walls and skirting boards. It lay in little rivulets on the carpet.


My next action was starkly at odds with orthodox medical advice. Had I known then about my punctured lung, I would have thought twice about it. I lit another Marlboro and dragged deeply on it.


Halfway through the cigarette, I noticed for the first time a sharp, precise ache five or six inches below the left shoulder blade - the site, a doctor later explained, of the nerve endings of the lung. There had been no pain from the hammer blows – the torrent of adrenaline had seen to that. Nor from the stab wound, of which I was still unaware. But as the ache became excruciating, first inhaling smoke, then the act of breathing itself became almost impossible.


I must, I assumed with bizarre detachment, be dying.


Quiet now fell over the bungalow, punctuated only by the restrained weeping from the hallway and my own muted gasps. As we waited for the ambulance, I was perplexed to find that my primary concern now was not survival – but leaving a note on the front door explaining my absence to the friendly taxi driver due to arrive at 7 a.m. to take me on a tour of Soweto.


I never did write that note. The ambulance arrived. Two bored paramedics, all too familiar with such events, strapped Warren into the back. An oxygen mask was slid over my face. Almost instantly, my breathing improved and the agony began to subside.


Aurally, it had already proved a morning of intriguing contrasts, and so it continued. As I lay on a trolley in the lobby of Jo’burg general hospital, I could hear twin sounds. One was a violent electrical storm sizzling above the high altitude city. The other was the heart monitor strapped to Warren in a nearby cubicle. Due to a fault, it was emitting the continuous dull bleep well known to viewers of ER and Casualty as the dreary song of cardiac arrest.


In fact, Warren was alive – with a fractured skull and the several broken vertebrae that were to keep him in hospital for two months and a back brace for a further six. He had been moved to intensive care by the time I was wheeled for the X-ray. A few minutes later, a young Asian doctor came over and gravely announced ‘there’s air in your lung’.


Adopting a supercilious, insouciant tone, I said I’d always thought that having air in them was rather the point of lungs. No, he said, the lung was punctured. I needed an emergency pneumothorax – an operation, under local anaesthetic, to insert a tube to drain the blood and reinflate the lung. He gave me a jab, waited a minute, produced a scalpel and made a deep, four inch incision just below the left armpit. ‘Fuck,’ he said in all apparent seriousness, as the blood plashed on to his smart black shoes, ‘this is my best pair, I’ve got a hot date tonight, and you’ve ruined them’. ‘Dreadfully sorry,’ I said faux-nonchalantly, ‘I can’t imagine how I could have been so thoughtless.’


An hour or so later, I was transferred to a room in the private clinic, the machine bubbling away at my side. Strangers began to arrive. The first was a lavishly bearded Lubbavitcheh friend of Warren, who stood in the doorway repeatedly thanking God in Hebrew – ‘Baruch Hachem, Baruch Hachem!’ – before asking for my mother’s maiden name. Post-shock low blood pressure and pain, now the anaesthetic had worn off, had driven out the insouciance. I asked him sharply what, in the name of Hachem, he thought he was doing. He intended, he replied, to fax the Lubbavitcheh Rebbe in New York. The Lubbavitcheh Rebbe is the sect’s closest thing to a Messiah – a former nuclear physicist whose subsequent death his followers still refuse to acknowledge. He would ask the Rebbe to say a prayer for me. My aggressive atheism was no barrier. The significance of my mother’s maiden name, I later realised, was to confirm that, however rigorous an unbeliever, I was of the faith. I pointed out that, on current form, I wasn’t convinced that his God was doing a bang up job. He grinned the impenetrable beatific grin of the religious zealot – and Baruch Hachemed his way towards the door.


The second visitor, a thoracic specialist, perched on the edge of the bed. ‘Well, well,’ he said, glancing at the X-ray, ‘you’ve been a very lucky boy.’ I asked him what he meant. ‘The knife missed your heart by, ooh, about an eighteenth of an inch. Another couple of millimetres,’ he added, switching deftly from imperial to metric, ‘and it would have pierced the aorta.’


The third visitor, apparently a clone of the first, entered without knocking. ‘Baruch Hachem’.


‘Turower,’ I snapped. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘My mother’s maiden name. Turower. Now out.’






 Nina Raine
Tom Stoppard in Moscow

 Let me jump ahead. Tom Stoppard is part of a panel, ‘Utopia: Russian Style’, at the Moscow School of Economics. He asks the editor of the magazine Annals of the Fatherland: How thick is it? Meaning: is it like the original nineteenth-century Annals of the Fatherland? Or is it no longer what was then known as a ‘thick journal’? Is the new version Annals lite? It is 300 pages. ‘That’s thick,’ Stoppard concedes.


Not a magazine, then. A book. A journal. A book pretending to be a magazine. Serious. A tome.


For me, this symbolises the difficulty of mounting a production of Stoppard’s trilogy, The Coast of Utopia, in Moscow. Stoppard is a man with serious interests. He is also a comic master. His unique gift to theatre is to marry the weighty – Solidarnosc, A E Housman, linguistic philosophy, Chaos theory, Russian thinkers – with the funny, the flighty. These are not obvious subjects for comedy but they interest Stoppard profoundly. His mission on earth is to get gravitas and comedy into bed with each other. To get the tears to run down their cheeks – with what Joyce in Finnegans Wake calls ‘laughtears’.


But it isn’t easy to get these earthbound, heavyweight subjects to take off, to dance. Writing is part of it, of course. But performance is also crucial. Lightness is all. In his poem ‘Lapis Lazuli’, Yeats talks about a lost statue of Callimachus – whose marble drapes seemed to lift in a breeze. That is the ideal. To work properly, a production has to be like Nijinsky in Le Spectre de la Rose, when he jumped, very high, and stayed in the air. The dramatist is here to make sure, in his gentle way, that the actors perform Tom Stoppard, that production stays airborne. Nothing too marmoreal. We don’t want Sir Tome Stoppard. The seriousness can take care of itself.


The plays in the trilogy are full of serious things – exile, infidelity, the death of a child – but Stoppard is Mozartian, an artist who doesn’t wear his seriousness on his sleeve. It’s his enviable gift to take these grave things and make them – not weightless, exactly – but levitate a little.


What happens, though, when this light, elegant musicality collides with a people thirsty for serious answers for their troubled country? What happens when humour has to leap across a continent?


What follows is a rehearsal diary; but the rehearsal process in it is writ large. It will always be the director’s job to tell the author when he doesn’t understand what seems clear to the author. How is this process magnified, when the director and the writer don’t even speak the same language? When each of them is coming to the same lava-flow of history with a completely different mindset – and a different sense of humour?


* * *


I first meet him in the lobby of the Marriot Aurora in Moscow. Outside, it is minus 20 degrees Celsius. He’s smoking. There aren’t many moments in the next five days when he isn’t smoking. On the sofa next to him is a surprising Michelin-man-style puffa. ‘The Russians gave it to me,’ he explains. ‘This,’ (he gestures down at his own elegant grey jacket) ‘is equivalent to wearing a string vest.’


We’re about to see if he can actually get me into rehearsals. It’s a gamble. We’ve no guarantee that the Russians, notoriously protective of their process, will allow a journalist into the room.


I want to see what a Russian director and actors bring to a trilogy about their own people: the radical thinkers of the Nineteenth Century, Belinsky, Bakunin and Herzen. The plays premiered to mixed reviews, in London, and now to rave reviews, in New York. What mark must the extraordinary Russian rehearsal period (nine months and counting) leave on the acting? What is the ‘Russian way’? ‘The theatre’s romantic,’ Stoppard replies, simply. ‘It’s all wooden floors, and overflowing ashtrays. It’s everything you want it to be.’ And the rehearsals? ‘They’re...’ He pauses. ‘...quiet. – You’ll see.’ The director? ‘Intelligent, very nice man. He’s 60. I say that as if I’m not.’ In fact, Stoppard looks a heart-stopping 50. It’s the hair.


Stoppard has flown straight here after five months in New York. His umbilical link may still be with that production, expertly directed by Jack O’Brien, of whom Stoppard says enthusiastically, ‘He’s good, rather than “classy”: I love the fact that Hairspray, and Henry IV, both come under his gift’. Last night, suffering from jet lag, Stoppard found himself repeatedly phoning the New York Stage Manager for reports on the first ‘marathon’ of all three parts in one day. The euphoric cast were ‘all hopping about’.


I’ve seen the NY trilogy, and found it much more sharply focused. ‘In the London production, to be blunt, we didn’t have enough time. There were no opportunities to have second thoughts, to stop and consider the text. The first thing we thought was – don’t open them all on the same day.’ Stoppard adds firmly, ‘I loved it, the London production: the shortcomings in London were mine.’ But both director O’Brien and writer profited from its lessons. For the NY production, Stoppard made numerous infinitesimal textual cuts, tweaks and changes. He starts to tell me how he added ‘quite a heavy scene in Salvage’ – in part because he was so charmed by Ethan Hawke’s performance, he thought the regularly ironised Bakunin deserved a scene where he didn’t get ‘squashed’. But we are now outside, and conversation becomes fragmented. Stoppard has several near-falls on the ice. He looks longingly at some black and white moonboots in a boutique – ‘Should I buy them? No, there isn’t really time.’


We go through stage door unrecognised, then up a gloomy stairwell with green walls, marble steps – and the smell of cigarettes. Tom suddenly turns to me, exhilarated. ‘Do you get it?’ Yes, I do. Actors smoking on sofas stand respectfully as we pass (‘I think that’s a custom that should be encouraged’).


The director, Alexei Borodin, is in his high-ceilinged office, sipping black tea. He’s pale, bespectacled – and understandably guarded about my presence, stressing that what the actors have is ‘still sketches, not yet joined up’. The rehearsal room is tiny: I will be ‘in the actors’ laps’. I’m amazed by Stoppard’s kind persistence. He explains to Borodin that I’ll be writing ‘for the Guardian... which I think I can say is our Newspaper for the Intelligentsia’. He also gently but insistently stresses my Pasternak connection. (My mother is Pasternak’s niece and I am staying with relatives.)


It is only when he says I am a director as well as a writer, that Alexei, unpredictably, relaxes. ‘A director! Then you understand.’ Not only am I allowed into rehearsals: I’m even invited to the dinner with the actors at the famous ‘Writers’ Club’. Tom says it has been organised ‘as a sort of bonding, dare I say, sauna’. The immense goodwill from the Russian team towards him is palpable: he has done all he can to accommodate them, agreeing to endless interviews (‘I do everything. Russian Playboy’).


To the rehearsal room. It is tiny. Half the space is taken up by the table we all sit behind. A beautiful dark-haired girl in a white kimono is sitting at an old, chipped, grand piano. She springs up to kiss Tom hello. Ditto two other actresses, in rehearsal skirts. (Rehearsal skirts are in period, without being the actual costume. So the actresses don’t move as if they’re wearing tracksuit bottoms.) One looks like a ginger Anna Friel: the other has a mousy bob and intense face. Both of these actresses are playing ‘Natalie’, Herzen’s wife. The mousy one is also playing ‘Maria’ – as is the actress in the kimono. Why?


The huge rehearsal time is misleading. Most of the company subsidise their theatre salary with film and TV jobs. So rehearsals are brief, dispersed, snatched whenever the right actors are around. As Tom says, ‘Their months and our months are not the same currency’. The theatre is at the mercy of the actors’ availability. It sounds like a nightmare. If an absence is long, a different actor ‘fills in’, so that rehearsals do not grind to a complete halt. When the original comes back, the situation is complicated. So there are two Natalies: ginger Natalie (moonlighter) and mousy Natalie (usurper/deputiser). My mind is full of questions. Is it now a horse race – one nosing ahead of the other? Who will ‘press night’ Natalie be? When asked which he would like to see today, Tom sensibly replies, ‘I refuse this responsibility’.


Today, three pivotal scenes from Shipwreck. First, Natalie visits Maria, the estranged wife of a close friend, now living with an artist. Natalie wants to plead the deserted husband’s cause. They argue. Maria flares up. Natalie retaliates, her parting shot this devastating comment on Maria’s (unseen) nude portrait: ‘I know what it is. He’s got your tits too high and your arse too small.’ Maria (the kimono) starts to play the scene. First, with mousy Natalie. She’s good. They both are. The acting is low-key. There is an interesting moment when they boldly overlap two long speeches, talking across each other. I notice that there are also moments (only moments) of bad acting – over-described ‘face-acting’ – common in England.


Afterwards, the room turns expectantly towards Tom. He is enthusiastic. ‘It’s very interesting seeing a scene in a language you don’t understand: you see the emotional contours without being distracted by verbal meaning.’ This is true. It’s like listening to a piece of music, occasionally looking down at the libretto. ‘I was not ready for the overlap and I loved it. It felt completely... not a play. I would persevere with that note of naturalism. But I would point out that it is technically difficult to combine that with clarity of utterance.’ He pauses. ‘I must warn you there’s a tendency in me to find attractive anything different from what I’ve been looking at for the last five months.’ Tom’s praise is frequently a tactful way of opening discussion. He points out that the use of the piano ‘raises the social level of Maria. People who speak while playing the piano suggest to me a salon rather than an artist’s garret’.


He describes how in London, people never ‘got’ that Maria’s unseen portrait was an explicit nude. So for New York, he gave Maria an informal title for the picture – ‘Woman Astride Bidet’ – which the Russians can adopt – or not. ‘I’m telling you these things as information, not as an act of recommendation.’ It is clear that, with his notes, Tom is trying to maintain the lightest of touches. The New York hit casts a long shadow.


‘Now,’ Tom says finally. ‘Let me tell you about tits and arse.’ He looks expectantly at our interpreter, Masha.

‘I know,’ says Masha. ‘I’m just trying to think of the...’


‘Some interpreter you are!’ He continues. ‘Are the words in Russian vulgar?’


An actor pipes up. ‘Yes. Street.’


‘Right. The thing about tits and arse is...I’ve basically been uneasy about it for five years. I’ve dimly been resisting the voice of artistic conscience...’ He suddenly remembers the interpreter and stops himself. ‘Do you want to translate after? Or shall I stop and start?’ Tom’s enviable tendency is to speak in whole paragraphs of steadily unfurling perfect prose, without any real hesitation. This makes Masha’s job particularly difficult. When he remembers to pause, she’s usually got ten minutes’ worth of catching up.


‘The end of the scene seemed to require something shocking. But I’m by no means convinced in my own mind that the nineteenth-century Natalie would use those words. In New York I offered to take them out. They didn’t want to lose them. My question to you is, is it forced or contrived, using those words in the scene?’


‘Niet,’ Borodin says, firmly. 


‘I could change it to ‘breasts’ and ‘backside’, for instance.’ 


‘Niet.’


The actors ask Tom questions through Masha. I notice how silent Borodin is. What with the interpreter, Tom, and the actors, there isn’t the space for the director. The ginger Natalie – a bit of a handful – asks most of the questions. ‘Are the women changed by their interaction?’ Tom struggles with this concept, which is one that will come up frequently over the next few days. It is obviously a core principle of Russian character interpretation. Ideally, they want the scene to be a crucible, in which the character is transformed from Calcium Carbonate to Carbon Dioxide (as it were).


Tom: ‘Nothing deep changes; something on the surface changes. Natalie releases her talent for insult.’


I sense this is not what the actress wanted to hear. She persists.


‘What emotions does Natalie feel at the end of the scene?’


‘The difference between leaving the room feeling satisfaction, and regret at her triumphalism in letting out one more dart of a personal nature.’


I wonder how the interpreter will cope with that.


 We take a break. He has to do another interview in the break. He’s
beginning to look tired. ‘Do you have any sweets?’ he asks me.


The next scene is between Natalie and Emma Herwegh. Natalie is having an affair with Emma’s husband, George. Emma, as Tom puts it, ‘is so dominated by George that she is willing to go along with this’, but her resentment towards Natalie is thinly veiled. Natalie ‘rationalises her behaviour with religiosity’: ‘You haven’t understood anything. All my actions spring from the divine spirit of love, which I feel for all creation...’ In the NY production, you could feel a tsunami of audience antipathy towards Natalie. Here, ‘Emma’ plays the scene with incongruous serenity, pushing around a perambulator. Both women coo over the infant at one point.


When the scene is over, Tom says carefully, ‘I’m beginning to feel a bit simplistic. I think you have a more sophisticated interpretation of the scene than mine. The scene is so brief, the narrative line has to be quite strong. There’s a woman here, woman A, who’s stolen another woman’s husband, woman B. Not only that, woman B is impoverished and living on the charity of woman A. Woman A... I’m now confused between Woman A and Woman B... Oh yes. And yet, Woman A is behaving like a secular saint! Here we have someone who is not by nature a selfish person, behaving completely selfishly. What I saw just now... it looked as if it was the maternal aspect driving the scene. I honestly don’t think maternal instincts are enough to override this cargo of resentment and delusion.’


‘Emma’ asks, ‘Is not Emma’s aim in the scene to conceal her poverty?’


‘It’s not my aim’, says Tom. He goes on to discuss the end of the scene. George enters, and, at the sight of both Mistress and Wife, turns tail wordlessly. ‘One of the hardest things to stage is George’s entrance and exit. It’s almost impossible to make it work without a door. It’s a Feydeau entrance and exit.’


‘Is the scene comedy?’ someone asks, wonderingly.


 ‘The whole scene is comedy, but not just one kind. It’s partly cruel
comedy. And then farce.’ Tom pauses, then adds breezily, ‘Good luck!’


The last scene rehearsed is when Herzen confronts (ginger) Natalie with his suspicions of her affair. She, after much painfully comic evasion, finally admits it.


H: Is he your lover? Have you been to his bed? 


N: Oh – I see. You have no objection if I take him to my heart, only to my bed –


H: Precisely. Or his bed, or a flowerbed, or up against the back of the town hall –


I am fascinated to see the Russian Herzen – Ilya – is big, burly, shaven headed. He looks like a Polish builder. Physically, this Herzen is nothing like the diminutive Stephen Dillane (London) or the bony Brian O’Byrne (NY). And he is younger than both of them. But he’s fantastic. They play the scene beautifully: it’s exciting.


However, the Russians still have problems understanding the concept at the heart of the narrative. Namely that, until confronted, Natalie genuinely believes herself blameless – or as Stoppard puts it, in her affair she ‘has constructed a Fabergé egg, which is fine as long as no one challenges it’. A glittering Art-Deco alibi, a priceless fake.


The second act of Shipwreck opens with a foreshadowing tableau of incipient infidelity, ‘which is a sort of game with the audience’: George with his head in Natalie’s lap, while Herzen dozes with a handkerchief over his face. Ginger Natalie simply cannot get her head around the absence of duplicity in Natalie at this point. Similarly, Ilya cannot believe Herzen is blind to the possibility of an affair in the making: ‘But he sees.’


Tom: ‘No.’


‘According to the narrative, he does.’


‘No. He sees idealistic friendship.’


Ginger Natalie: ‘Then there is no conflict.’


Tom, firmly: ‘I’m sorry to tell you there is no tension of the kind you mean. No.’


Tom then tries to gloss the confrontation scene, talking of Herzen’s ‘forgivable sadism’ which results in the bitterly comic ‘flowerbed’ line. The Russians look blank. It emerges that their translation of that line is ‘Your bed, his bed, anywhere.’


‘Right,’ says Tom, digesting this. ‘It is actually quite important to supply a joke for Herzen at that point.’


The key difficulty for the Russians is the – very frequent – play between laughter and lament, poking fun and pathos, in Stoppard’s work. Which requires the text to be played with considerable dexterity of tone. Just like Chekhov. All the same, communicating this concept to the actors is difficult. These are lights and shades we are discussing – as Stoppard says at one point, ‘This would be difficult to explain if we were all speaking the same language’.


We part. Tom has another interview. It strikes me that he has not had any break, or lunch. It’s five o’clock. None of the Russians seem to notice this. It is now impossible for him to catch up on a broken night’s sleep, as promised: dinner with the actors is scheduled for six. And yet he is the picture of equanimity. I’m impressed. We reconvene at the Writers’ Club: a long table is tiled with hundreds of hors d’oeuvres like a Gaudí mosaic. Tom asks what a plate of pink sliced meat is.


‘That is...’ an actor hunts for the word – ‘...language.’


‘Language! I love it!’ says Tom. It is tongue.


Numerous toasts are proposed. Tom hangs back: ‘I need to have a main course before I hazard my toast.’ I’m sitting next to Yana (the kimono girl). I ask about politics between the two Natalies and the difficulties of sharing a role. Is there professional jealousy? Yana admits pragmatically that ‘Of course, we have normal “who’s better?”’ Matters are further complicated: mousy Natalie, originally the lesser-known, subordinate actress, has since got the lead ‘in a TV programme – Russian – about an ugly girl. It’s call Ugly Duckling’.


I ask if this is a Russian remake of Ugly Betty.


‘Yes. She becomes big star. So now the other Natalie not feel good.’


Tom has been steadily migrating around the table, making sure each of the actors has had his attention, and is now near us. He asks Yana about her holiday in Goa. ‘Did you buy any drugs? ...I’m told that when you go to Goa and ask where you buy drugs, they show you this house on the street and say “That’s the only house in Goa where you can’t buy drugs”.’


Someone asks how he is enjoying rehearsals, and praises his talents as a ‘teacher’ of the company. ‘I learn as much as I teach’, he says, rather grandiloquently, and then looks at me quizzically. ‘I’m beginning to feel self-conscious about Nina. You invent yourself an alternative persona in these situations, but usually there are no witnesses.’ I protest. He clarifies, ‘It’s the Czech and Anglo-Saxon way to deflect with irony – which would be wrong here.’


* * *


The next day, we rehearse on stage. The skeleton of the set is laid out: bleached wooden boards extend right out into the auditorium, jettisoning half the stalls, like the great creaking deck of a ship. ‘If the whole thing goes pear-shaped, it would be a great set for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead,’ says Tom. The actors clump around on the boards, scripts stuffed up their sleeves. One of them claps his hands in the space – trying the acoustic.


Tom sets up camp in the stalls. First, on his desk, he neatly lines up two rows of sweets. One for me; one for the interpreter. But it is his personal ashtray that mesmerises me. Placed on the table, it proceeds to open itself up, like a tiny spaceship, in a series of eerie gliding moves. It looks like an old 70s digital clock.


‘That’s amazing,’ I say. 


‘Yes,’ says Tom. ‘It’s almost as if it’s got a soul.’ 


The actors start to run scenes.


‘There’s something weirdly attractive about the way they don’t pitch it at you,’ Tom murmurs. It’s true – the actors speak very levelly and quietly. Even though we are now in a big space, the action still feels intimate. After a bit Borodin stands up and talks vehemently in Russian for some time. It feels as if we’re playing hooky. Tom smokes contentedly. ‘It’s the best of both worlds, really...the author watching the director direct it but unable to understand what he’s saying.’


I can’t help it, I’m too curious. I ask Masha what’s being said.


‘Borodin doesn’t see that anything is happening. They have attempts without performance.’


‘Nice to think of a world,’ says Tom, ‘where you can say, “Pull yourselves together! We’re on in six months!”’


We talk about the language. It turns out Tom has no Russian. ‘I don’t even know the Russian for “Thank You”.’


‘Spasibo,’ I say.


‘Oh, is that what it is. I thought they were saying “Placebo”.’


The opening of Shipwreck: Herzen and another radical, Ketscher squabbling over how to make coffee. Ketscher storms out: relents: returns. In what should be a tense silence, Herzen sips Ketscher’s coffee, and pronounces his final judgement – ‘I’m sorry’ – at which Ketscher exits, enraged. Finally Ketscher returns, tries his coffee himself, and admits, magnanimously, ‘Vile’. The action is bunched far upstage, the deck over the stalls left vacant.


‘I’m fascinated by this great empty space between us and them,’ Tom says. He adds, ‘I keep thinking, it’s great: they just need to be a bit more Russian – like they were in New York.’


The scene over, the actors clunk all the way down to the bottom lip of the decking for Tom’s notes. Ilya (Herzen) asks frankly, ‘What should we do with it?’


Again, the comedy is missing. It should come from the tense wait – twice – for Herzen’s judgment on the coffee. And then for Ketscher’s judgment. There is no tense wait – the actors are milling around unfocused.


Tom clarifies. ‘That moment – “Vile” – is Act Two of the Coffee Play. The word in Russian for “Vile” seems to be long... Is there a word which is only one syllable? It helps.’


‘No, the word is good,’ the Russians chorus.


We turn to another word problem. Aksakov’s credo – ‘From our village communes we can still develop in a Russian way...with our own culture unpolluted by the Renaissance, and our own Church unpolluted by the Popes or by the Reformation.’ Which is then punctured by Ketscher’s flat retort, ‘You’ve left out our own astronomy unpolluted by Copernicus’.


Tom warns that in New York, ‘We kept throwing Copernicus into the water and the fish wouldn’t bite’. No laugh. So the line was changed to ‘...our own astronomy unpolluted by the Nineteenth Century.’


The Russians resist. ‘In Russian Copernik works much better.’


‘Well, that’s what I thought in the English,’ says Tom dubiously, ‘but we’ll see.’


It seems to me that the Russians instinctively want a Utopia ‘unpolluted’ by any New York improvements – which is foolish. Why not profit from the five months work of cuts, skilful adjustments, nudging additional clarifications? Tom’s major anxiety is the Russian resistance to his suggested cuts. ‘They need to get rid of some of these stepping stones,’ he frets. ‘You can do it in strides. It aggregates. I get an “Oh shut up, Tom” reflex when I’m listening to it. If you take out a couple of beats, it makes the whole piece quicker.’


* * *


Herzen’s Parisian home. His son Kolya’s spinning top lies centre stage. ‘I’m told that there were no “plunge” tops in the Nineteenth Century,’ says Tom. ‘To which I reply, there’s a chiming clock in Julius Caesar, so you can all fuck off. Perhaps we could get one without a red plastic sucker on it, though.’


Ilya (who seems to have the best English out of the Russians) wants guidance. In this scene, he feels unable to muster any energy as Herzen. Tom gives him several helpful notes. ‘Well, there’s energy from being the host. And it’s incredibly exciting still to be in Paris. And all these Russians are not always in the same room, so there’s some energy available from that.’


It strikes me that the job of the writer, whether in New York, London or Moscow, never changes. It’s to give reasons. Patrick Marber, asked what Julia Roberts was like to work with on Closer, replied, ‘Same old questions’.


Evening approaches. A stagger through the first act is planned, and tension rises. Ilya is asked to do Herzen’s long speech explaining the movement of history to a destitute Parisian labourer (‘let’s just say that this time, as luck would have it, you’re the zig and they’re the zag’). But the other actor is not present.


Ilya rebels. ‘Why should I do the scene when the person isn’t there?’


Borodin doggedly insists. ‘Because we’re joining up the sketches.’


Ilya makes his protest by delivering the speech in a sullen monotone. Nevertheless, Tom’s ears prick up at his last words. ‘Ah! The Russian for ‘Zig Zag’ is ‘Zig Zag’. Gratifying...I always feel that people never laugh at my plays as much in translation. I can’t help thinking, I bet Harold [Pinter]’s great in Russian.’


He tells me the photographs from one far-flung production of The Real Thing show the actor delivering the ‘cricket bat’ speech and holding a tennis racket.


The child actors have turned up, ready for the run-through, all with newly washed hair. There’s an atmosphere of excitement. The run begins.


‘This is what I love about this stage,’ Stoppard whispers at one point. ‘Look at that.’


Two actors are miles away from each other in the huge space, playing their scene on a long diagonal. It’s very dynamic. It is a beautiful space. And the speed of the run is good. ‘The rapidity of Russian speech must be tremendously helpful to any play. It certainly is to this one. There seems to be a pace to Russian naturalism. I’m always worried about energy leaking out of shows where my dialogue is not more or less edge to edge.’


I can’t help thinking privately that any foreign language sounds deceptively quick. Just try watching Italian TV. However, after a while, Tom also confesses in an undertone that the run is clarifying something else for him. The low-key nature of the actors’ delivery, which he initially admired in isolated scenes, cumulatively has the effect of depriving the play of its texture. But what if this is just ‘Russian’ acting – and we, as non-Russian speakers, are simply not privy to its subtleties?


The cast gather nervously in the stalls for notes. Tom stands up, lights a cigarette. First, he generously praises their efforts. Then, he airs, carefully, with many caveats about missing the subtleties of ‘Russian acting’, his main concern.


‘I noticed that it’s rare for a word or phrase or sentence to be given any spin. To be crude, the noise the play made seemed very even. Maybe my receptors, or whatever you’d call it, are too coarse... I come from a theatre tradition where the audience is given more signposts. I’m not being told the character’s attitude towards what is within those quotation marks. It’s sort of weirdly attractive, but dangerous in the long run because the play begins to make the same noise...’


My impression is that the delivery is sometimes generalised and lacking in texture simply because the Russians are under-rehearsed. It is, as Borodin warned, only sketched in. But a consistent and more worrying blind spot is the totally ‘flat’ playing of the frequent ironic exchanges in the piece. This is an impossible note to give, because camping it up isn’t the answer either.


Tom uses Wilde as an illustration. ‘The characters don’t applaud each other after each epigram, but there’s a way of playing them that will make you... just go hm! Nice!’ he concludes rather lamely. ‘None of it is amazing brilliant genius comedy – but neither is it a plank of wood. It’s got to have contours. There has to be tension between calculated evenness and calculated unevenness, verbally and physically. The thing is so loaded with attitude – mine and the characters’ – it’s actually better to go too far than not far enough.’


I’m beginning to suspect that Russians – incredibly – don’t get irony. I thought it was Americans who didn’t get irony. There’s a reverent assumption that the characters aren’t ever taking the mickey out of themselves – and that the play can’t ever be taking the mickey out of the characters... They’re taking it all too seriously.


Tom’s got a lot of explaining to do. ‘There’s a sort of lightness of touch, of glance, of response, needed here – and lightness is not a bad word, because this is not a polemical play. What’s the Russian for shot silk?’ he breaks off to ask the intrepreter. Masha looks blank. Tom abandons this tack. ‘OK, let’s not get too abstract here. I’m a good audience for you at the moment because I don’t understand your language. I can only understand where we are on the page by the noise you make. I’m looking at your body language and the light in your eye, and I suspect that if I’m not seeing anything in them, then what’s happening with the language is not going to be enough, and I know that’s true because I work in my own language and there’s a correspondence between the verbal and the suggested.’


He draws a breath, but Masha’s too late, he’s off again: ‘...Because we don’t want it to be a polemical play. Ideally – and I don’t think the author entirely succeeded in this – all that level of the play – I’m trying to think of a simile – OK, here we go. It’s a fruitcake. We can’t separate the fruit from the cake. We’re in danger of only looking after the cake. If we don’t look after the points of light, there may be a danger it will get too heavy.’


The actors are all nodding. Borodin is taking hasty pencilled notes in enormous sprawling Cyrillic script.


Masha is also nodding, too interested in what Tom is saying now to translate.


Tom suddenly becomes contrite as he sees their serious faces: ‘I’m going carefully because I know that you’re at a certain stage in the process. I’m sort of nervous of myself because in order to explain a subtle point I’m having to exaggerate it.’ He lights yet another cigarette.


(Stoppard smokes in an idiosyncratic way – about four drags, before the practically untouched cigarette is stubbed out, then another one is immediately lit.)


‘Look –’ he finishes miserably ‘– I’m smoking and drinking coffee and you’re not allowed to and it must be very irritating... but there is absolutely no point, however crudely or prematurely I say it, in me not saying what I feel. You should be having more fun and we should be having more fun because ‘the message’ will look after itself.’


He adds wistfully, ‘I really want to write a play for circus performers. There would be a scene where the wife throws a knife at her husband’s ear and it would stick in the cupboard, and the wife’s lover would run across the clothes-line... the more serious the subject is, the more like acrobats, trapeze artists, jugglers you have to be. The serious things the play is about don’t need looking after. If that was what we were here for, I’d write an essay, not a play.’


Borodin stands up. ‘We agree with everything. We see the goal and it is one we will aspire for.’ The actors are grim, but ignited. Ilya comes up, inflamed with enthusiasm. ‘I will do it so you will be...!’ He mimes speechlessly Tom’s future wonder and awe.


* * *


Next day, when we rehearse the second act on stage, we run into difficulties immediately. Tom has registered that some deliberate textual echoes have not found their way through. ‘Bits of text seem to have been elided and no one is picking up on it.’ One is the lost repetition of ‘egoist’. (He’s alerted because the Russian for ‘egoist’ is ‘Egoiste.’) With admirable patience, he points out, ‘There’s an echo principle involved. Every time I do something twice, it’s on purpose. It’s not a good idea to leave one out.’


It also emerges that many of the notes given in the rehearsal room on Day One have not yet been absorbed. It’s hard to know whether this is failure of communication, or a conscious choice. Ginger Natalie is still playing the ‘tableau of incipient infidelity’ as a duplicitous wife – glancing at Herzen to check he is safely distracted before she touches George. Tom now takes a tougher line.


‘When you looked at Herzen, what were you thinking?’


‘Intuition makes a woman...’


‘I thought we’d killed this one two days ago. She has no need or thought of concealment or furtiveness.’ He thinks. ‘Let me do it for you poetically.’ When Natalie later poses naked for George, Tom explains, in a tableau that echoes Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe, ‘her poetic stance of mind is what she has instead of clothes. This is what makes her nakedness innocent.’


Similarly, the antagonistic scene between Emma and Natalie is still being played with a winsome friendliness. ‘Look,’ says Tom, ‘If Natalie, with her embrace of the whole of mankind, is determined to coo over this baby, Emma’s attitude would be, “Get your fucking hands off my baby, you big fake!” – and in a weird way, protect the child from this guff.’


But the most interesting, and revelatory moment comes in a discussion of one line – indeed, one word. At the top of the Act, Herzen, Natalie and George discuss Marx:


H: But Marx is a bourgeois from the anus up.


N: Alexander! I won’t have that word...


H: Sorry, middle class.


Tom pounces on Ilya’s delivery of this joke: ‘I don’t understand when you’re having fun and when you’re being sincere.’


Ilya is baffled. ‘Is it a joke?’


Tom is grimly triumphant. ‘I find it really interesting that you have to ask that! Really interesting. I have a playwright here –’ he gestures to me ‘ – and I know without even asking that she knows it’s a joke.’


The Russians explain that the joke doesn’t work in Russian. Why? ‘Because we don’t really have this word bourgeois meaning middle class.’ Until recently, Russians have not even used the word ‘middle class’. ‘Well, what is that word?’ asks Tom. ‘It must be equivalent to “bourgeois”.’


‘No, it’s not,’ says Arkady Ostrovsky, reluctantly. He, together with his brother Sergei, is the translator of the plays, and is sitting in today. The result is that when Herzen says, ‘Sorry, middle class,’ Ilya explains, it sounds as if he’s saying, ‘Sorry, I said that rude word because I’m middle class’. The next time they run the scene, Tom stops them again.


‘What happened that time? It sounded like you repeated “bourgeois”.’


Ilya confirms this: to solve the problem, he changed the line to ‘Sorry, not bourgeois, middle class’. This is clunky.


‘Look,’ says Tom, ‘what about “Sorry, I mean middle-class”?’ At last: a solution.


But, as Tom points out, ‘Sometimes it’s useful to spend time on one word because what we say will apply all over this trilogy.’ This debate over ‘middle-class’ has opened a door. ‘The implications are enormous for how to play Herzen.’ Namely – give him a sense of humour. ‘For all sorts of reasons, Herzen is a magnet in any social gathering. He’s usually the most intelligent person in the room, and the most articulate person in the room, and the funniest person in the room.’ I can’t help being amused by how closely Stoppard is describing himself. Vehemently, he sums up: ‘He makes good jokes! It’s part of his persona.’


Stoppard refers to another line. Herzen says, ‘We all missed it, Plato, Rousseau, St Simon, me...’. ‘He’s being ironic, he’s being comic, he’s sending himself up. Here’s a man who’s deeply intellectual – and not very serious. Herzen’s intellect and seriousness are so much a given, that he has absolutely nothing to prove by demonstrating it. If you were determined to play him as a deeply serious intellectual person, you’d have to cut that line. I should stop,’ Tom says, abruptly, then asks Borodin, ‘Are you OK?’


‘There is no OK,’ says Borodin. ‘We should have worked on that.’
Tom tries tactfully to backtrack. ‘Maybe it’s something I don’t understand about Russian acting –’


At this now familiar phrase, there is a collective groan from the company, and Borodin ruthlessly interrupts him. ‘There is no such thing as “Russian Acting”. There are times when we are in the process, and times when we are off. There are times when we pronounce the text and times when we do not.’


It’s difficult. Is it enough to leave the Russians with general principles, or should one go painstakingly through the play, pointing out and decoding each light irony? The task facing both Stoppard, and the Russian team, seems suddenly sheer and dauntingly cloud-capped. Ararat. A mountain.


* * *


But then. At the second run that evening, something has changed. Ilya has a different ‘light in his eye’. His mouth has a different set. I realise he’s giving the lines ‘spin’, leading the cast by example. There’s humour, wryness, intelligence at play. In the stalls, a sprinkling of the Russian team – the designer, the wardrobe team, the mothers of the children – sit watching. They start to cackle loudly and unselfconsciously at the action. This spurs the actors on. At the end of the run Tom congratulates everyone, right down to the broadly comic actor who plays the Russian Consul, to whom he confides – ‘All productions came to the same conclusion: that the Russian Consul is a comic character.’


‘It’s close to truth,’ the actor replies, modestly.


Tom also embraces and congratulates Ilya. ‘Our country knows who Copernicus is,’ says Ilya, proudly. ‘We’re not the States.’


* * *


When I finally get a moment to interview Tom myself, I ask him what differences he has noticed between the processes in London, New York and Moscow. Do the Russians bring any special insight to the characters, with whom they must be familiar? ‘The older ones would have done Herzen at school’ – but to the younger generation, these figures are now old hat. ‘From what I understand, the people who left school in 1990, 1992,3,4, are just very glad to have left all that behind them.’ So their understanding of that world is no more profound than the Americans’? ‘I think I had the idea that the length of the rehearsal process meant that they would get a very profound understanding of why the things were being said, but that doesn’t seem to be true. It may be that having longer to think means they come up with complications which are actually second best to the obvious ones.’


Earlier, Tom had said: ‘I believe in a conception like the Russian Soul. Everything good in a country comes from its soul.’


But when I remind him and ask if the Russian Soul has revealed itself at all to him in rehearsals, his reply is guarded. ‘I don’t know about my special love of the Russian Soul...I do have that sort of feeling – a romantic reader’s idea of the existence of something called the Russian Soul. Which is somewhat melancholic, nostalgic for its own past...Put it a different way – I understand this is not strictly true – it’s as though every Russian were an unpublished poet...The image of Russia has been somewhat modified by the fact that they put the first Sputnik up in space and invented the Kalashnikov, but...in every group I think you find a handful of examples. There’s the same thing in a group of Irish, or Welsh...’ He breaks off, and says dispiritedly, ‘I think everything I’ve said is completely tautological and meaningless.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I say.


‘I’m not,’ he says, tartly. Then adds, ‘It’s just so odd to get on a plane at Kennedy, after more or less continually rehearsing The Coast of Utopia, and think, well it was great, and I love them all, hooray and thank God I’m out of there, and then you land and you’re rehearsing The Coast of Utopia!’


I’m struck by how tiring it must be, this treadmill, this möbius strip of success. Partly the reason I’m asking Tom about ‘the Russian Soul’ is because I think the myth of it, among Russians themselves, licenses an unreasonable sense of ownership. I’m curious to know whether Tom has yet encountered this. I was fascinated to hear that the Trilogy had languished for a year at the Moscow Arts Theatre – until it was finally passed on to the lower-profile RAMT. Why the reluctance from the Moscow Arts? Does Tom envisage any hostility from the Russians for ‘trespassing’ on their territory? Ralph Fiennes, when he made Onegin, experienced this cultural chauvinism. The Russians disparagingly referred to the film as ‘One Gin’: how dare this foreigner think he could hope to capture the soul of Pushkin?


Tom seems surprised and unconvinced by this hypothesis. For a start, it’s their poets that Russians are particularly possessive of. Indeed, when he once thought of writing a play about Akhmatova, he was sternly told that nobody but a Russian could even try. But Belinsky, Herzen, Bakunin were not poets. In New York, where there is a large community of ex-pat Russians, he has been constantly thanked for bringing these figures out of oblivion. ‘I think they’re quite touched that an attempt has been made by an outsider; that someone who ought to have no interest is making the effort.’


And yet, I say, he is not entirely reverent about these figures. ‘But then, would they be?’ he counters. Not necessarily, I say. But Russians might feel they had the right to ironise them. ‘I understand that,’ says Tom, adding, ‘If I wrote the play to 1917, we would be in choppier waters – because Herzen would have been bemused and appalled to find himself in the Bolshevik pantheon.’


Then, with characteristic clarity: ‘I believe that the perception of the plays will be fine if we do it well and not so fine if we don’t. I have great faith in the community of theatre, in the like-mindedness of actors and audiences in all countries, which is to say that they are far more interested by the abstract quality of the work. If we end up being categorised as a no-go area because of what the plays are about, I don’t actually believe it’ll be for that reason – it’ll be because we haven’t done it well enough.’


* * *


Curious to hear what the gossip is out in the Muscovite theatrical community, I meet with a 60 year old writer, actor, and director, Sergei Kokovkin. He is the father of my cousin’s friend. We talk in the dimly lit black box of ‘Tyen’, a renowned avant garde fringe theatre.


It becomes immediately clear that the theatrical community is anticipating this production with bated breath. The plays are regarded as a matter of national importance. The question is, whether Borodin and his company can deliver.


Sergei talks enthusiastically, without pause. ‘These plays are very important to the Russian Theatre because Tom fulfils what our playwrights didn’t do. Here in this play the historical theme is touched – which is a vacuum in the Russian play.’ Under Communism, it was impossible to write about the country’s own history.


A new twist. ‘Unfortunately, all the things in this play were taught in Soviet schools, but because the teachers told the children it was important, the children close their ears. For this reason, a whole layer of the audience will be impervious to this material. Not because it is forbidden, but because they’ve been bored to death by it at school.’


I ask him about the possibility of a negative reaction. He gives a sardonic laugh. ‘The tragedy of Russia, as Pushkin said, is that we are superficial and not really curious. Russian people are not grateful: they don’t say thank you. When someone foreign is trying to show, Russian people start to argue.’ Often, this is because the attempts are ersatz. Sergei, too, cites as examples the film of Onegin, and Zhivago. ‘The English are ignorant: they don’t know what they’re doing.’


But, Sergei says, the Trilogy is a completely different matter. After he saw its London production, he was so impressed, it was he who immediately contacted the Moscow Arts Theatre. He praises the London production passionately. ‘I love the English School of Theatre. I hadn’t seen such inspiration in actors. They were real Russian Progressives! For a long time, I hadn’t seen such real intellectuals on stage. Or such clever eyes looking at the stage. The play is a huge fresco of Russian life, like the Frieze at the Parthenon – history, philosophy – all are unified in this play. This was his victory. It was really shocking. I was very moved.’


The real problem for a Russian production, he says, is the adequacy of the Russian actors for this challenge. This is the worry for Borodin. Why? Because the current generation ‘has forgotten and rejected these Romantic pragmatists’. And this has larger implications. Sergei admits, ‘There are talented kids around. But the spiritual qualities – this idea of the Russian Soul – where is it? It’s lost. Lost in the theatre and in the actors, too.’


I’m amazed. What? The ‘Russian Soul’ that we’ve all been harping on about – lost? How?


I press Sergei to explain himself. He is firm. ‘I believe this is a very real thing, this loss of soul. The Russian School has a tradition of Naturalism. Concretism. A nervous reality. And in this play, we have heightened romanticism. It is poetic. Naturalism is not appropriate to the play. For this reason they can’t act in this way. Me, my friends who teach drama, we understand that something is missing in the actors, something we’re looking for: the spiritual fire has been blown out. So how to get the actors and the audience to redeem this old inspiration? That’s why they toil so long time.’


Sergei thinks the London actors ‘had that inspiration’. I’m fascinated. So Stoppard was unwittingly accurate when he said of the actors, ‘They’re fine – they just need to be a bit more Russian’.


Stoppard, when I speak to him some weeks later back in England, puts it a different way: ‘They [the Russians] looked to me for ‘the real thing’ – and I looked to them for “the real thing”.’


If I’m to believe Sergei, the low-key delivery of the actors is symptomatic of a larger, spiritual and cultural phenomenon. It is for this reason that there is so much riding on the production. If Borodin can ignite the actors in the right way, Sergei implies, the play can address a spiritual lack in modern Russia which people – the intelligentsia – feel very strongly. The idealism of Herzen and Co is something that should speak to those who keenly feel the emptiness of Russia’s current materialism. ‘This play is very strongly connected to our modern life. Much more so than the modern plays we watch every day about oligarchs and killers. This is contemporary history. This is today. Where are the national ideals after this USSR disappeared? Here in that play he sees, simply and concretely, that national identity, that Russian Nationhood. It says, try to understand this; stop looking at empty idealism and look at what you’ve got. If Borodin would catch this idea he would win.’


It’s easy to see how, with the stakes this high, the humour of the plays becomes a secondary, forgotten concern. There is such a weight of history behind the experiences of the audiences and the actors – so different to ours – it’s not surprising the light ironies get lost. The Russians, in these plays, are reconsidering the whole of their history – the orthodoxies crammed down their throats – and trying to find new answers for today. Put it this way. Lightness? They want to smoke the cigarette of history down to the butt – four drags isn’t going to be enough.


This becomes even clearer the next day, when Tom is invited to speak at the conference for students at the Moscow School of Economics.


He looks exhausted – he’s been doing more interviews. ‘They seem to think I’m a cross between Bertrand Russell and Gandhi. You feel like saying, look, plays are also supposed to be fun!’ He’s concerned about the amount of Russian press: ‘I really feel there’s been far too much of me.’


On the way to the conference, Tom notes the number of brands on display in Moscow. Prada, Chanel, Agent Provocateur. ‘Herzen had a point. Where are the Russian brands?’ Everyone in the car is stumped. Belinsky’s simile for Russian literature – ‘It’s like a party where everyone has to come dressed up as somebody else – Byron, Voltaire, Goethe, Schiller, Shakespeare and the rest...’ is literally true for Russia now. In the end the only Russian ‘exports’ we can come up with are: vodka, caviar, and the Kalashnikov.


We go through into the conference room. More than a hundred ridiculously youthful students are waiting expectantly. The panellists sit with headphones linking them to the simultaneous translation. There are interminable translated introductions. But the driving argument is clear, and echoes Sergei’s sentiments: the Russians are fascinated and hungry for Stoppard’s play as a parable for Russia today.


Finally, Tom begins: ‘I’ll try to speak simply and not too quickly.’


For some reason, this provokes an enormous laugh. Tom looks startled. ‘That’s an interesting start.’


He describes how ‘Russia is also a character in the play’, and how he ‘began to be very moved by the story of the nation itself’. Herzen’s story and the story of the nation chime with each other, not least in the belief that ‘everything good came from the West’.


A young man with a wispy beard stands up and quotes Herzen: ‘There is something wrong in this picture,’ then asks, ‘If there is something wrong with the picture how do you change it? Is not the feeling of disappointment always the end of change?’ This is the first of many such questions. The Russians, rather dauntingly, like Sergei, seek from Tom solutions for Russia today, with all its political, socio-economic ills. In response, Tom broadens the focus. ‘Stasis is as deadening as hemlock: it is not synonymous with inertia. You have a motor inside you which doesn’t ever stop. You’re not in neutral. The human social animal is never at rest. Therefore, lack of change is a negative exertion...the challenge is living morally in a changing world. Not to control change, but to keep one’s moral balance while the world is changing around one.’ He’s been pausing, unconsciously waiting for the simultaneous translation to keep up with him, and suddenly says testily, taking his headphones off, ‘I realise I’m listening to myself being translated into Russian, which is not helpful to me at all...’


Another question: ‘We are still trying to find the right avenue ahead for Russian development. What’s your attitude to what is currently happening in my country?’


Tom is loath to generalise about Russia – ‘I know the airport, the theatre, and my hotel...but that’s about it.’ Now he picks his way carefully. ‘I think the fact that the media is controlled is very undesirable... All freedom depends on the freedom of expression. I like a situation where people can be rude about each other.’


‘Should we aspire to an American Utopia?’


‘I’ll pass the question to my right,’ says Tom. ‘Give me time to think.’


What with the Russian taste for abstract nouns, and the slightly wandering simultaneous translation, I can’t understand much of what follows. There is a weird contradiction at the heart of the audience: a mix of over-reverence and, frankly, rudeness. People wander up during the discussion and take photographs of Tom, as if he’s a monument. They also start to talk among themselves, loudly enough to disrupt the discussion. And yet, they see him as an oracle or Messiah who can offer the solution to their country’s ills. In the end, after one particularly daunting question, Tom says, ‘In Plato’s republic, the poet was banished. Perhaps we’ve now reached a point in Moscow where the writer and artist is overvalued.’ He concludes, rather helplessly, ‘I just feel very over-estimated!’


The leader of the panel sums up. ‘In this play we saw ourselves in the mirror and we thought, is that our face? It is a challenge to us, our vision of ourselves, because a person from another country developed that challenge.’


A young man in a custard-coloured top stands up with the last question. ‘Utopia includes nostalgia, or illusion of memory. Every age looks back on the Golden Age that preceded it. What is your Golden Age?’


‘After anaesthetics and before television,’ Tom says flippantly – then relents. ‘What we all have the power to do is to decide how we are going to live as individuals. We each have our own tiny empire: the family – in which one is engaging in a competition of generosity. We are all capable of saying, come and join my family. So 50 years later you’re dead, and the world is a worse place, but the point is you can think, “I made this small number of people happier and they made me happy”. We try to expand this little empire purely by example. How you expand this to be larger than a village is the perennial question.’


I’m suddenly struck by the thought that it will be a great pity when, 50 years later, Stoppard is dead, because he, of all the playwrights I have met, is the one who most actively and obviously puts his principles into practice, down to the minutiae of everyday life. This sounds facile, but it’s not. How many writers there are who argue passionately against ‘oppression’, and yet are tyrants in the tiny sphere of the rehearsal room. Even now, Stoppard is sitting there patiently while the talk runs an hour past its scheduled close. The endless tedious interviews, sitting through conferences, travelling to Belarus to give a radical theatre group his support... He genuinely is a Utopian, and he creates his own Utopia around him.


He shares his sweets.


And the Russians, above all, are hungry for someone to address their need for a Utopia. The plays here, I can see, simply from this chaotic discussion, are going to face a keener appetite, spark off more heated debate, than anywhere else.


At the end of the talk, students throng to get Stoppard’s autograph. A keen girl in a mickey mouse t-shirt says to him, ‘There are people who are lighthouses and you are one of them. You are a lighthouse to us.’


‘That’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me,’ says Stoppard.






 Oliver Reynolds
Two Poems

 
Dear Angelo

We are looking at the past. How clear it all is,

how detailed! The grain-lines in these oak planks

could be fresh from a print-shop’s first pull

so distinct and candid they are: but touch them!

Baulks of timber, iron pulley-blocks, coils of rope

and piles of helmets and hammers litter the square.

They are demolishing one of the houses opposite.

What joy there is in the rush of falling rubble!

A boy trails hay through the breach in the sacristy wall

and horses are roped to a windlass not far

from where Sixtus and Fontana strolled a year ago

talking then of what is to happen now.

The obelisk is to be moved. It may take

900 men, 75 horses and 45 capstans,

but the obelisk – swaddled in reed matting,

boxed up in two-inch planking and plated with iron bars –

is to be plucked up by its roots like a leek.

Tree-length levers and wrist-thick rope

reeved and sheaved from a myriad pulleys

will free it from the muck of 1500 years.

Dandled from two oak towers, it will be tilted

onto a sled and hauled on rollers to its new site

in front of the new St Peter’s: one in the eye

for the heathens of Heliopolis and Wittenberg!

The gold ball said to contain Caesar’s ashes

has been removed from the point of the obelisk.

Pigafetta has examined it (there is no inscription)

and put its contents to the test of fire and water.

They are not human. Merely dust and earth

blown in through the holes left by the arrows

and musket-balls of the German mercenaries

who visited their mercies upon us in ’27.

*


Today is the day. I resume at Summer’s end

in the week of the Feast of the Exultation of the Cross.

May’s procedure is reversed: the patient stone

to be winched aloft till poised above its astragals.

Dawn mass for the workmen, Sixtus blessing Fontana.

Crowds behind barriers, Cardinals dotting the roofs,

the visiting Duke of Luxembourg diverted to the square

to witness what Romans can do in Rome.

Swiss Guards patrol the mob bound to silence

(a rumoured gallows waits for the uninhibited)

so as the work can proceed to plan: a trumpet

sets the capstans turning, a bell stops them.

360 tons and 80 feet of ancient granite

carved, raised and honoured by the Egyptians

as the petrified seed of the God of the Sun

and shipped here by Caligula (ballasted by lentils)

now tremble aslant in September light.

Hooves clatter and slip on the cobbles, the ropes groan

and hold as the bell sounds one clear note and the ropes

groan louder, shivering out pizzicati like a giant harp.

The stone wavers mid-air, uncertain, held up by our eyes,

till one of us shouts, a repeated shout (what is he shouting?):

Water the ropes! Men running with buckets. Water the ropes!

The trumpet blasts the thing upright and the wedges go

*


A letter of stops and starts and the latest

a century back! Dear Angelo, good day to you!

I found this rolled up with writs crumbling into dust…

Yet your print faces the window bright as ever.

Proud to be Roman, I am prouder still

to have known you. Old now, I see our tottering life

suspended in the moment from its own frail towers:

what we do and what we make of what we do.

I listen again for that cry from the crowd

above the gossip and argument and rumour since.

There was no cry; a figment; no, it was ‘a Genoan

with a garden on the river…’ (O God of Detail!);

or, my favourite: ‘an English mariner’. Why not?

Why not some lumpy sailor with a lumpy name –

Wegg or Waring, Higginbottom or Hodge –

or even a fugitive Milord on the spree…

Pigafetta says the notion of ropes saved by water

(and here’s how I lose my cases) does not hold water.

Except if they were alight. I remember no fire.

Do I remember a shout? Sometimes I think it was me.

Mostly, though, it seems an exhalation of the crowd,

something risen from us like steam above cattle

as we watch not with envy, but knowledge.

The obelisk would not have stood without our watching.

Enough. I send these lines. I think of you

at your table sweeping the tiny sprigs and coils

of copper into an inky hand to toss them in the grate

where they flare green in the flames and are gone.






Morpheus

The kite of his breath

on its raggedy string

the mouth-cave’s close smell

and mutters of sleep-speech

two yards of naked man

on a naked mattress

Oh oh oh Renfrew

Quiet now Hodge hush now

The jawline scuzz

the questionable nose

and stiff paintbrush swatch of hair

Hodge you looker you

Basilica ribs

troubled by plumbing

raw chipolata cock

and slow-mo balls

fretful legs and twitchy feet

where are you off to Hodge

you butcher’s pin-up

where are you off to?








 Claire Lowdon
Army

 My passport is approved with a staccato nod from a uniformed woman who won’t smile back. There is a minibus waiting just inside the gates to take the civvies down the long driveway to the parade ground. We pass some woods, a frozen lake, the big white Hs of rugby posts, five Canada geese. It feels a little bit like school – which, after all, it is. It’s the last day of school.


The parade takes place in front of Old College, an enormous, elongated Queen Anne building the colour of condensed milk. I sit with the rest of the friends and relations on steeply raked temporary seating. It’s already 10:30 but there’s still a salt-shaking of frost on the dark tarmac of the parade ground. Like me, most of the women have got it wrong: knee-length chiffon or linen, scrappy cardigans, sheer tights. We are issued with woollen blankets to combat the cold.


Somewhere to the side of Old College the band begins to play as 600 young officer cadets, 300 of them today’s graduates, move into sight in a tight, square centipede and arrange themselves into their six companies. 18th Platoon of Burma Company has won the Sovereign’s Banner, so they get special red sashes to set them apart. The house cup. All around me, families are trying to work out which one’s theirs, arguing about height and posture because we’re too far away to make out faces. The boy on my right attempts to use the zoom on his digital camera like opera glasses, but it doesn’t work. Behind me, two fathers read the programme together and poke fun at Officer Cadet Hutchence for having won three prizes when their sons haven’t won any.


The programme isn’t very helpful. There is a long wait, but no one seems to understand what’s going on. We stand respectfully for the arrival of a man we can’t see. The flagpole clicks in the breeze. Then an inspection begins, which means more waiting. The officer cadets become toy soldiers for twenty minutes, maybe longer, heavy rifle butts resting at waist level in their cupped right hands with the barrels balanced lightly on their left shoulders. I try to catch one of them moving, but they’re too good. The crowd fidgets, mongrel and ill-disciplined in comparison to the thoroughbreds in front of us. Each of the identical dark blue uniforms is cut in half with a high white belt, and the belts form a single, horizontal stripe running through each company, exactly parallel with the ground. In the two companies containing women, this white line sags in the middle as six foot two becomes five foot four for a couple of heads before climbing back up again. For some reason the women have to wear skirts. They look like airhostesses, but stodgy ones.


The band gets going again at last, and after some synchronised swivelling coordinated by the mysterious growls and yips of a Sergeant Major, the marching begins. A big white horse topped with a caricature major leads the way, earning oohs and aahs from the crowd by taking its first few steps in time with the music. The first circuit is in ‘slow-time’ – so slow, in fact, that the officer cadets are obliged to pause mid-stride and point their toes like trainee ballerinas to let the music catch up with them. All 600 of them do the pointy thing at precisely the same time.


Once the first circuit has been completed, someone presses fast-forward and ‘quick-time’ kicks in. The rousing swell of Auld Lang Syne gives way to a jaunty Christmas medley, including Jingle Bells. 600 boots hit the tarmac harder now, with a slightly lengthened clack: the sound of a car door slamming. Navy blue trousers scissor briskly like the equilateral legs on strings of cut-out paper men. The calves of the stodgy airhostesses are surprisingly sexy as they march.


Then the horse shits, at great length: about a metre and half of amber, hay-filled insult to the perfection of the parade. The audience perks up; there are only about 30 seconds of quick-time to go before the entire parade will have to march over this obstacle, and the officer cadets’ faces are all angled upwards. Surely they won’t manage to keep ranks without stepping in it. What will we see when all six companies have trooped past? A flattened patch of horseshit and a long trail of fading footsteps? But 600 pairs of boots later, the horse’s offering is still intact, as is the formation of the parade. No one has looked down. The crowd is silent now, sobered by what we have just witnessed. These guys are superhuman. They can do anything!


* * *


The Comissioning Course at the Royal Military Academy of Sandhurst takes one year to complete. A year is divided into three terms, with a fresh intake of three companies at the start of each. A company is three platoons, a platoon is 25-30 men. Trainee salaries vary: £14K for non-graduate civilians, up to £27K for those who have come up through the ranks, £22K for the university graduates who account for 60% of each intake.


Officer cadets live in the Lines, where an entire platoon occupies a single long corridor of individual rooms and communal bathrooms (known as ‘ablutions’). Gas drills and notes on battlefield first aid are Blu-Tacked to the doors of the toilet cubicles. The corridors are decorated with less essential educational material: an A4 sheet entitled ‘Three Types of Cockblocker and How to Deal with Them’ turns out not to be a guide to fighting the horrors of germ warfare, but a description of the characters (e.g. the ‘Man-hating Brunhilde’) who might get between a virile young officer and his potential shag on one of his valuable nights of freedom. It seems strange that someone has gone to the trouble of laminating this, but apparently everything at Sandhurst gets laminated, even the smut.


What is ‘Boot Camp’ in the US is ‘Weeks One to Five’ at Sandhurst, but the basic principle – ‘shock of capture’ – is common to all military training programmes in the history of warfare. The process of transformation from unruly civilian to obedient platoon member is brutal but vital: habits developed during this period enable officers to act effectively without conscious thought or effort under intense psychological and physiological stress. Activities that can seem ludicrous to the outside world (such as bulling your boots for seven and half hours continuously) are all carefully designed to teach the new recruits some of Sandhurst’s key values. Sleep deprivation is an important part of this process – no more than five hours a night, and the elaborate 5:20am wake-up routine involves lining up in the corridor in your underpants, downing a litre of water and singing the national anthem.


For these first five weeks, students’ rooms must be emptied of all but essentials approved by Sandhurst. Each item, down to shoes and toothbrushes, has a set position, and all shirts must be folded to the exact dimensions of a sheet of A4. If one room fails inspection, the entire platoon is punished. To start with, no one passes, but before long the officer cadets get the hang of what their Colour Sergeants are looking for: the rooms must be identical as well as neat. Witlam and Jones may both hang their uniforms in the prescribed order, but there’s still space for idiosyncrasies to creep in if each room is tidied by a different man. So they learn to work together. Witlam does the shoes in all 30 rooms, Jones hangs everyone’s uniforms, Marriot folds the shirts, Ronson arranges the toiletries. Personal space ceases to be personal.


It’s activities like these that alter the currency of friendship for the officer cadets. In the civilian world, we can be relatively selfish and still expect to have friends, as long as we are funny, successful, good -looking, confident. At Sandhurst, selflessness is far more attractive than any of these qualities. Cool counts for nothing. Your actions are no longer your own, and jacking on a mate is unforgivable. (‘Jacking’ means ‘being disloyal’ – not by telling tales, but by letting others down through laziness, selfishness or weakness. It’s impossible to talk to an officer cadet without encountering some of this arcane military slang: ‘gibbers’ for ‘cold’, ‘redders’ for ‘hot’, ‘scoff’ or ‘scran’ for ‘food’, ‘sniffing’ for ‘pursuing casual sex’. Molesworth, with a barbaric edge.)


Group punishment reinforces the dogma that individual fuck-ups can have a global impact. In a punishment known as ‘It Pays To Be A Winner’, a platoon is made to run to the top of a steep hill and back again, 60lb kitbags on, rifles held high over their heads, elbowing and shoving past one another to try to get to the front. The ten slowest men have to run again, and again, and again, until the NCO feels that the lesson has been learnt. There is a delicate balance at work here: while officer cadets are taught never to put themselves ahead at the disadvantage of others, competitiveness is encouraged at every level of the training process. ‘Culture of robustness’ is a buzz phrase.


Some punishments (having to report throughout the day in various changes of uniform, mucking out the stables) are simply intended to remind the officer cadets that the system they’re working for is immeasurably bigger than they are, that they are never free to argue with the commands of their seniors, however absurd they might seem. But the important punishments are the physical ones, the ‘beastings’ – such as crawling long distances in the mud, or completing one hundred press-ups, pausing in the middle with your entire weight supported on your bent arms whenever you’re shouted at to do so. It’s electric shock treatment, designed to hard-wire a Pavlovian fear of incompetence into the officer cadets: a voluntary reprogramming. The recruits maintain that they welcome this corrective training, that ‘pain is just weakness leaving the body’.


On field exercises lasting from just a few days to as long as two weeks, the officer cadets take it in turns to act as Platoon Commander while the rest of their platoon take the parts of the NCOs and Privates. This role-playing allows them to acquire not only tactical and leadership skills, but also, by pushing them to their physical limits, empathy for the men they’ll be commanding when they graduate. The five hours’ sleep becomes two or three at most, taken with just a bivouac for protection from the almost inevitable rain (‘it ain’t training if it ain’t raining’). There are plenty of horror stories: men falling asleep standing up in the middle of giving orders, silent guys growing so delirious with tiredness their comrades can’t get them to stop talking, sleep-walkers finding themselves alone in the woods with nothing but their rifles to help them find their way back to the harbour area. One exercise involves digging a trench for 24 hours solid. After about two hours, you feel you can’t go on; by 4am when it’s -2°C and sparks are flying up between the flints and your pick, you’re hallucinating uncontrollably.


All this is excellent for camaraderie. Exercise provides recruits with ready-mix brothers (just add pain), which is why almost all armies operate in small, tight-knit units – that age-old truth that men fight more fiercely for their best friends than for abstract patriotic ideals. Injured soldiers will make superhuman efforts to return themselves to their buddies on the front line. All snobberies are forgotten at Sandhurst: Mancuncians and Cockneys suffer alongside landed gentry, Oxbridge graduates with GCSE-lite Iraq veterans. (Even if things do look a little different at the end of the year once everyone’s been selected for their various regiments. Many Guards regiments, for example, are notorious for only taking a certain type of chap, or at least for attracting that type thanks to rumours of champagne-loaded mess bills so steep that no one without a private income need apply).


But male camaraderie can get complicated when it becomes female camaraderie, and 10% of each intake is women; apparently, one unwelcome difference between male and female platoons on exercise is that women are more likely to take their Platoon Commander’s necessary aggression personally, to respond to orders with the unaskable question ‘why the fuck should I?’. Exercise is also far more physically challenging for female officer cadets: the heavy kitbag that the men struggle to carry on exercise also has to be carried by the women, because all 60lb of it is essential equipment. This means that a woman of average height could find herself carrying half her body weight around for fourteen days.


Then there’s the gratification that many men derive from machinery and loud noises and the drama of action. It would be surprising to hear a woman, even one in camouflage gear, describing Chinooks as ‘massively fun’, or displaying any kind of excitement at the thought of an enemy death. While the idea of killing people is something that many soldiers and officers say they find sobering, there are also those who take pride in the fatalities they’ve had a hand in. One officer cadet remembered a Colour Sergeant showing some recruits a video of his platoon out in Iraq: ‘this is us shooting some ragheads.’ He shook with pleasure as he watched. But soldierly brutality is considered both universal and morally neutral, the use to which that brutality is put being what counts as ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. Some officer cadets think of themselves as ‘soldiers of democracy’, on a popular jihad, less comfortably patriotic than their U.S. counterparts. Others would say they are motivated by professionalism: ‘it’s my job and I’m going to fucking do it well.’


It’s unusual to see deaths on camera; the most common kind of military video contains live action, but rarely killings. These videos are made up of squaddies’ mobile phone clips assembled into a montage by the soldiers and set against a background of stirring rock music – excellent propaganda for attracting new recruits impressed by ‘ally’ (combat cool). A more controversial type of military video is gun camera footage, which is occasionally leaked online. In a thermal vision video taken from an Apache helicopter, the figures of four Afghan insurgents silently bloom into dazzling white clouds of body parts, to a soundtrack of American voices calmly confirming the rules of engagement and identifying their targets. It’s possible to make out one wounded man crawling for cover before the helicopter fires and kills him, and this constitutes a war crime – a violation of our own code of conduct, which is relatively hazy on an international scale. (The basic rule is don’t commit atrocities; breaches like this are too borderline to prosecute).


The third kind of video is enemy propaganda. The British don’t film their dead or publish films they’ve made, but other forces use footage of their troops killing or being killed to incite patriotic fervour. When these are leaked, they are often more intimate depictions of deaths than the British films – such as a video that shows an Afghani firing a rifle unsuccessfully at some British troops, then getting spotted by a British tank, which coolly obliterates him with a shell. A recruit recalls watching this with a group of fellow officer cadets; apparently a third of them laughed and cheered at the explosion.


Perhaps the greatest civilian luxury denied the officer cadets is the luxury to think only sparingly about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Sandhurst provides its students with a moral training focusing on leadership, defined by FM Hague as ‘the ability to get people into situations they wouldn’t go into on their own’. The emphasis is on moral courage as embodied in the often-misinterpreted Sandhurst motto, ‘Serve to Lead’ – meaning not ‘serve your country by leading your men’, but ‘serve your men by leading them well’, by honouring the sacrifices they make. After graduation and regimental selection, the officer cadets will become 2nd Lieutenants, each in charge of a platoon of their own: 25 men who could be up to 20 years older than them, with years of frontline experience.


There is a fairly sharp divide between the 2nd Lieutenants and the soldiers they command. While each officer can expect a large, often en-suite room in the barracks with access to the Officer’s Mess and all its privileges, squaddies sleep in rooms of five, their beds divided by cubicles. The officers are mostly in the black after a well-salaried year with minimal living expenses, whereas many of the soldiers (start salary £14K) are in heavy debt thanks to the lure of beer, X-boxes, cars – just one of the ‘pastoral’ problems that platoon commanders, who also act as counsellors, have to deal with.


To prove to his platoon that he is a worthy leader, a 2nd lieutenant will be expected to comport himself well during a night out with his lads, only rarely matching them drink for drink. An average evening in the Officer’s Mess can easily involve ten pints per man, but many of the soldiers will only stop drinking when they run out of money. The worst cases have to be put on a pill that makes them vomit if they have any alcohol at all. On some bases, officers won’t hang out in the same establishments as the soldiers past 11pm for fear of being held responsible for any fights that kick off, and back in the UK, groups of soldiers can get turned away from clubs simply for looking like groups of soldiers.


In the cabin-fevered world of the barracks, nothing is too much if it gets a laugh. Squaddy humour is volatile; good-natured high jinks (new officers getting asked by their staff sergeants to go and get a ‘long weight’ from the stores) must be managed carefully to avoid ending up with inter-regiment rivalry taken too far to be funny. One 2nd lieutenant encountered a ferocious Highlander tearing through the corridors at night with a pair of scissors, fully intending to cut the toes off a soldier he’d argued with. But limits are there to be tested, and the more outrageous the gag, the higher its chances of being immortalised in regimental legend. Tattoo stories are particularly popular, perhaps because they’re supported by verifiable evidence. One pair of best friends agreed to pay for and request surprise tattoos for one another. The first guy walked out with a tasteful Maori design on his upper arm; the second, with SMILE! around the base of his cock. Another two friends had photo-style images of each other’s faces tattooed on their arses.


Games like ‘Freckles’ pass time away from action: the players sit round a table, onto which is placed a piece of white bread. Someone shits on the bread. Another slice is placed on top, and all the players bring their chins to the table, level with the sandwich. Someone slaps the top of the sandwich hard. The soldier with the fewest ‘freckles’ has to eat the sandwich.


A girl who requested that her name be added to the list inked on her squaddy boyfriend’s bicep found that, to his platoon-mates delight, he’d had it framed in a picture of a ball and chain. Fidelity is a difficult issue, for officers and soldiers alike. Married quarters seem to be half-privilege, half-punishment: soldiers and officers live with their colleagues until marriage, at which point they leave the never-ending party in the barracks and set up house on the outskirts of the base. Thus a soldier’s wife can easily find herself living in isolation in a foreign country with a man who hasn’t lived with women since childhood. Intra-army relationships bring their own set of problems; often, if they go wrong, one partner will be made to leave their platoon and relocate.


With the long stretches away from normal civilisation, whoring can become commonplace. There are European brothels that rely on their nearby army bases for the majority of their income, as squaddies will happily blow their weekly paycheck on a night of sex and alcohol. Sometimes, virgins will be made a ‘present’ of their first shag. Plenty of officers don’t consider themselves to be cheating when they sleep with prostitutes on exercise, and some regiments have even been known to use whoring trips to attract new officers on regimental open days.


Many of the officers-in-training who start the course with girlfriends are single by the end of the year. But this is not because of infidelity, at least not in the conventional sense. Apparently, most of the cadets get dumped because in spite of the beastings and the sleep deprivation and the piles-inducing ration packs, they’ve fallen in love with the army.


* * *


At the end of the parade, once the Queen’s representative has made a speech thanking the new recruits for devoting their best years to protecting the country’s security, the 300 who are passing out today turn and process symbolically up the steps of the building behind them. The horse follows. There is an ecstasy of fumbling for cameras as people try to get a shot of it on the stairs. The two fathers don’t seem so proud now; in fact, they sound a bit put out. One of them is telling the other that his son’s relieved to have finished the training, that he’s enjoyed it but you know, enough’s enough. The father knows just how his son feels, because he himself was in the CCF at school and one afternoon they went on an exercise that lasted six hours and it rained the whole time.






 Duncan Wu
Alice In Thunderland

 ‘I do think it’s plenty hard to be a man.’ — Alice Munro, interview in the New Yorker, 20 November 2012

Alice Munro has it in for men. Her male characters are self-preening inadequates, seducers, betrayers, asses, brutalisers. Losers, basically. An early story, ‘Postcard’, describes its protagonist’s lengthy affair with a man who suddenly, unexpectedly, marries another woman without warning, leaving her forever confused as to what she did wrong. Typical. Shabby treatment by treacherous bastards is par for the course in Munro-land.


While wrangling with Dear Life, her latest collection, I slowly realised that her vision of men was credible, from a certain perspective. Perhaps the men she has known really were unreliable creeps, prone to acts of random betrayal. It would account for several of these new stories: in ‘Amundsen’, a woman is seduced by a doctor who proposes marriage to her only to abandon her shortly before the ceremony; ‘Leaving Maverley’ documents the rapidity with which men replace the women who, for whatever reason, pass out of their lives; Uncle Jasper in the ironically-titled ‘Haven’ is simply a monster.



Which is not how one thinks of one’s own sex. Or oneself. It’s alienating and leaves the male reader one of two choices: either to continue feeling alienated or to subjugate his feelings, agree to differ, and accept Munro’s assumptions about the essential venality of the male. Her glancing comment in the New Yorker, quoted as epigraph to this essay, made me laugh out loud: its condescension struck me as hilarious. But even then, it became obvious Munro’s focus is only incidentally on men. These are stories about how the sexes interact. So much is clear. Less clear is that, for all her impatience with men, she reserves her harshest comment for women.


By the time her female characters encounter the truth about the men to whom they have entrusted themselves, they are complicit in their own fates, more than they realise – assuming they realise at all. In one of the best of the stories from Dear Life, a woman becomes the willing victim in a blackmail attempt. She is having an affair with a married man. She allows herself to be deceived. Her lover tells her he has been contacted by a black-mailer. He says he has destroyed the initial note threatening exposure. She goes along with the demand that he place monthly payments from her in a post office box. Why? For the most human of reasons. She wants to keep him. And, crucially, she has been lamed by childhood polio. ‘I could not stand for there to be an end of you and me’, he assures her, the awkward, trite phrasing hinting at insincerity. Only in the final moments of the story does she realise, belatedly, what has been staring her in the face for years:

the money goes straight into an account or maybe just into a wallet. General expenses. Or a modest nest egg. A trip to Spain. Who cares? People with families, summer cottages, children to educate, bills to pay – they don’t have to think about how to spend such an amount of money. It can’t even be called a windfall. No need to explain it.

Munro’s point is that women have a compulsion to play along with men, even when it is not in their interests. Thus in ‘Haven’, Aunt Dawn is shackled to the frightful Uncle Jasper around whom her entire life is said to revolve, her life’s work encapsulated in a single sentence.

‘A woman’s most important job is making a haven for her man.’

Did Aunt Dawn actually say that? I don’t think so. She shied away from statements. I probably read it in one of the housekeeping magazines I found in the house. Such as would have made my mother puke.
 
Aunt Dawn’s housekeeping magazines are an articulate witness to her folly. So are other details Munro drip-feeds us about Dawn’s life of misery with Jasper. For example, his ‘need to make a statement of pure and mighty disapproval’ when treated to a dinner he did not enjoy. But Munro is more interested in his enabler than in Jasper. She asks how much a woman will tolerate for the sake of marriage to a shit, breathing as much life as she can into her female characters, relegating males to performance of basic narrative functions.


It is symptomatic that when Munro admits us to the inner world of men, she falls short of the standard she sets with her female characters. In ‘Train’, we are to believe the itinerant Jackson is capable of having relationships with women so long as sex is not involved. Damaged by some terrible encounter in the distant past, he runs from women when they wish to become physically close. ‘Train’ attempts a fresh angle on the Munro formula where a woman at her most vulnerable (in this case a cancer victim) is abandoned by the man who purports to care for her. It takes as its subject not the woman – Munro’s usual ploy – but the man. Yet Jackson is no different from what he would have been in her other narratives: an enigma. His inner workings are less comprehensible than, for instance, those of Belle, the cancer patient, whose dependency is spelt out: ‘Belle, so far as he could see, was stopped at some point in life where she remained a grown-up child.’ There is no equivalent reading of Jackson, other than that he is a serial fugitive.


Ultimately, his life is unexamined and inexplicable. He lacks motivation and what all fictional characters must possess: the uniquely human ability to surprise. Instead of an enigma, Munro might have ventured an explanation. Joyce shows us Bloom masturbating – not a place Munro would go. It is as if, for her, the sexual personalities of her male characters are occluded. We might say, for example, that the fantasy world inhabited by men as they masturbate can provide such characters as Jackson with the most intense and rewarding sexual experience they will ever have.


Munro doesn’t ‘see’ her male characters in the same way she does women, whose motivations and impulses she comprehends more fully. In fact, it is only because they are incompletely understood that her men can be presented as liars, schemers and tricksters. One has only to compare Munro’s Jackson with Conrad’s Falk to see why this matters. Falk’s experiences make him as damaged a personality as Jackson, encompassing depravities of an almost unspeakable nature. But he is capable also of heroism. Munro’s men are not. They are incapable of saying, with the narrator of ‘The Secret Sharer’, ‘I wondered how far I should turn out faithful to that ideal conception of one’s own personality every man sets up for himself secretly’, because such concepts do not exist for them. Males in her fiction are never there to transcend themselves. They are there to bear out, time and again, the belief that men are selfish and women foolishly trusting. They are, in other words, not human, other than in their weaknesses, which are all too evident. Their inevitable weakness is a weakness in her fiction – their shallowness its shallowness.


* * *


 Munro grew up in rural Canada, on the shores of Lake Huron, in the 1930s, where her conception of male-female relationships was formed. From the title-memoir, the final piece in Dear Life, it is clear she was beaten repeatedly by her father. Those beatings took place in the big main room, ‘with me wanting to die for the misery and shame of it all’. The recollection is crucial to Munro’s first writings.

I had once made up some poems myself, of a very similar nature, though they were lost now, and maybe had never been written down. Verses that commended Nature, then were a bit hard to wind up. I would have composed them right around the time that I was being so intolerant of my mother, and my father was whaling the unkindness out of me. Or beating the tar out of me, as people would cheerfully say back then.

This must be one of the most potent passages in the volume. But what is one to make of its tone? Ironic, certainly, in the separation of bitter, brutal reality and the conventionally literary commendation of Nature. Cool. Drily understated. Perhaps the worst of it lies in what Munro does not say rather than what she does. The subject is less indirectly approached in an early story, ‘Royal Beatings’, which describes in detail the beating of Rose by her father, who is egged on by Flo, her stepmother. It is a lengthy passage, but deserves quotation in full.

At the first, or maybe the second, crack of pain, she draws back. She will not accept it. She runs around the room, she tries to get to the doors. Her father blocks her off. Not an ounce of courage or of stoicism in her, it would seem. She runs, she screams, she implores. Her father is after her, cracking the belt at her when he can, then abandoning it and using his hands. Bang over the ear, then bang over the other ear. Back and forth, her head ringing. Bang in the face. Up against the wall and bang in the face again. He shakes her and hits her against the wall, he kicks her legs. She is inco- herent, insane, shrieking. Forgive me! Oh please, forgive me!



Flo is shrieking too. Stop, stop!



Not yet. He throws Rose down. Or perhaps she throws herself down. He kicks her legs again. She has given up on words but is letting out a noise, the sort of noise that makes Flo cry, Oh, what if people can hear her? The very last-ditch willing sound of humiliation and defeat it is, for it seems Rose must play her part in this with the same grossness, the same exaggeration, that her father displays, playing his. She plays his victim with a self-indulgence that arouses, and maybe hopes to arouse, his final, sickened contempt.



They will give anything that is necessary, it seems, they will go to any lengths.



Not quite. He has never managed really to injure her, though there are times, of course, when she prays that he will. He hits her with an open hand, there is some restraint in his kicks.

Perhaps the worst thing one could say about Dear Life is that it lacks comparable power – though ‘Royal Beatings’ could hardly be claimed as typical Munro, for whom violence is usually internalised, contained, mediated. Violence of a Lawrentian kind is rare in her work. But it is important to be clear that ‘Royal Beatings’ is not a memoir, and should not be treated as such. It is fiction – fiction that echoes the trauma its author’s childhood beatings may have left behind, a suggestion to some extent ratified by ‘Dear Life’. It is difficult to ignore the implied admission that, non-consensual though they were, the beatings called forth a particular role from father and daughter which they were capable of playing – which, indeed, they embraced. And in that act of complicity both are found guilty – a guilt that infuses Munro’s vision of male-female relations, intensified by the ready collusion of her mother. ‘Dear Life’ provides corroboration:

Later on, I had to stay in the house to help my mother, and I was full of resentment and quarrelsome remarks. ‘Talking back’ it was called. I hurt her feelings, she said, and the outcome was that she would go to the barn to tell on me, to my father. Then he’d have to interrupt his work to give me a beating with his belt. (This was not an uncommon punishment at the time.) Afterwards, I’d lie weeping in bed and make plans to run away. But that phase also passed, and in my teens I became unmanageable, even jolly, noted for my funny recountings of things that I had heard about in town or that had happened in school.

These details demand scrutiny: the implication that the beating was made worse because it interrupted her father’s labours; that her mother was aware of this, and found it convenient to interrupt him for that reason; the slightness of her mother’s complaint – that her feelings were ‘hurt’, so that only the infliction of intense pain could appease her. ‘Dear Life’ covers ground other than domestic violence, but again and again Munro returns to the beatings. Fully implicated in what happens, Munro’s mother stands at the nexus of intense emotion, much of which is hinted at but not explicated. Why else would Munro bother mentioning she declined to return home to say a last goodbye?

I did not go home for my mother’s last illness or for her funeral. I had two small children and nobody in Vancouver to leave them with. We could barely have afforded the trip, and my husband had a contempt for formal behavior, but why blame it on him? I felt the same. We say of some things that they can’t be forgiven, or that we will never forgive ourselves. But we do – we do it all the time.

Munro’s self-forgiveness is mentioned, but the real question is whether she can forgive her mother. There is nothing to suggest she can. The whole question of forgiveness – of who should be forgiven or why – seems a deflection. The larger question, the more important one, is what would lead a child to absent herself from the funeral of a parent. The admission is loaded with minor details, noted only in passing: we are told Munro had reached the point ‘of hating a good many things [my mother] said’. Just a hint, almost a throwaway, but hate is too powerful an emotion to slip by without notice, and one has to ask: what does it mean to hate ‘a good many things’ said by one’s mother? Elsewhere, Munro reveals her mother ‘had become a schoolteacher, who spoke in such a way that her own relatives were not easy around her. She might have got the idea that after such striving she would be welcomed anywhere’. Munro clearly hated that too.


‘Dear Life’ is a memoir not of love but hatred. The hatred isn’t directed at Munro’s father (who – as usual with her male characters – does little more than perform a function, his thrashings dealt with briskly as if minor squalls in an otherwise calm passage.) It is directed at her mother, laden (like other females in Munro-land) with pieties and pretensions. In a recent interview with the New Yorker, Munro confessed her mother ‘is still a main figure in my life because her life was so sad and unfair and she so brave, but also because she was determined to make me into the Sunday-school-recitation girl I was, from the age of seven or so, fighting not to be’. Praise and some self-blame, but even here, she cannot describe the relationship without mention of conflict. So exemplary is ‘Dear Life’ of her oeuvre, it is difficult to resist the conceit that it is the archetypal Munro fiction, were it not actually memoir – and Munro once sued an academic who had written about one of her stories, dealing with parents, as if it were autobiography rather than fiction. All the same, ‘Dear Life’ provides the male-female relationship on which others in her work are modeled. And it glosses Munro’s grim determination to pin the blame on female protagonists.


Munro herself makes the connection between her earliest writings and her father ‘beating the tar out of me, as people would cheerfully say back then’. That seminal relationship provides the answer to the larger question of where creativity comes from: compare Larkin’s ‘Something to do with violence / A long way back’. (It is worth noting, as Munro has taken pains to emphasise, father and daughter enjoyed a close and friendly relationship in later years, and he became a keen admirer of her writing.)


* * *


It is hard fully to engage with narratives in which only the female characters have meaningful inner lives – a distraction compounded by their distance in time and space. For Munro is that peculiar thing, a contemporary writer who does not write about the present. Indeed, so far as I know, she has written nothing set in the present century. Her theatre is the pre-War, World War Two and immediate postwar periods; a small number of stories are set in the 1970s. (Munro has said she doesn’t write about her daughter’s generation because she wants them to come and visit her in the old people’s home.) Bound by the mores of an era hard to evoke for anyone born afterwards, her characters are prisoners of their moment. Does that matter? Only in that it helps explain my exasperation with those unlovable men, innocent as they are of everything that has happened in sexual politics in recent decades. Not only are they from an all but vanished world, they tend to be inhabitants of the wilds of south-western Ontario, where (one senses) change comes dropping slow. All of which explains why they could hardly be more alien from those described by (for instance) Ian McEwan, and why, when reading her work, one has to accept its limitations as, in part, the product of their setting.


These are substantial concessions to make, and they had better be worth it. The reward is the honesty with which Munro describes the impulses and motivations of women. She has been labeled feminist probably because her subject is assumed to be the plight of women in a man’s world. She has been quoted as saying, ‘I think I’m a feminist as far as thinking that the experience of women is important. That is really the basis of feminism.’ Yet it is strange to describe as feminist someone whose recurrent theme is the weakness, gullibility, and innocence of women. And stranger still to take as feminist someone whose view of the female mind is so unforgiving. ‘Night’, another memoir in Dear Life, recounts Munro’s childhood desire to ‘strangle my little sister’. It was nothing to do with vengeance or hatred, more like ‘an utterly cold deep thought that was hardly an urging, more of a contemplation’.

I might do it not for any jealousy, viciousness, or anger, but because of madness, which could be lying right beside me there in the night. Not a savage madness either, but something that could be almost teasing. A lazy, teasing, half-sluggish suggestion that seemed to have been waiting a long time.

In the memoir, Munro finds her father and confesses her feelings, to which he responds that it was a side-effect of ether administered in hospital when she had a serious operation years before: ‘No more sense than a dream.’ It isn’t merely that such straightforward honesty has nothing to do with feminism. It’s that clear-sightedness of this order turns the writing into something more powerful than ideology. Especially when read alongside a story such as ‘Gravel’, also in Munro’s new volume, in which a nameless narrator, now grown up, recounts her childhood growing up in a trailer with her mother and her mother’s boyfriend, Neal. The central episode concerns a snowy day on which she went out with her older sister Caro and dog Blitzee, both of whom fell into the snow-filled gravel pit.

When I dream of this, I am always running. And in my dreams I am running not towards the trailer but back towards the gravel pit. I can see Blitzee floundering around and Caro swimming towards her, swimming strongly, on the way to rescue her. I see her light-brown checked coat and her plaid scarf and her proud successful face and reddish hair darkened at the end of its curls by the water. All I have to do is watch and be happy – nothing required of me, after all.



What I really did was make my way up the little incline towards the trailer. And when I got there I sat down. Just as if there had been a porch or a bench, though in fact the trailer had neither of these things. I sat down and waited for the next thing to happen.



I know this because it’s a fact. I don’t know, however, what my plan was or what I was thinking. I was waiting, maybe, for the next act in Caro’s drama. Or in the dog’s.



I don’t know if I sat there for five minutes. More? Less? It wasn’t too cold.

The crux of the story is the contrast between what one knows to be taking place offstage and the narrator’s concentration on herself: where she sat; whether there was a porch or bench; whether she had a plan; her attentiveness to the ‘next act’; how cold it was. Trivia. And such copious attention to the needs of the self turns out to be a kind of pattern, for the story goes on to tell how a series of adults – beginning with Josie (her brother’s wife), then a psychiatrist, and ending with Neal, encountered years later – attempt to persuade her of her blamelessness.

‘The thing is to be happy,’ he said. ‘No matter what. Just try that. You can. It gets to be easier and easier. It’s nothing to do with circumstances. You wouldn’t believe how good it is. Accept everything and then tragedy disappears. Or tragedy lightens, anyway, and you’re just there, going along easy in the world.’

Munro is too wise a storyteller to commend lotos-eating, and the emptiness of Neal’s prescription needs no commentary. The truth is that the narrator effectively murdered her sister: she was the only person who could have raised the alarm, instead of which she ambled away from the gravel pit, sat by the trailer and twiddled her thumbs. The point of the story is that though she may not know why she did it, the consequences remain with her in after-years, slowly but inexorably permeating her life; it is implied they have turned her into a childless academic, a lesbian, unable to relate to her parents. This is, in short, a story about guilt, and how it lacerates us, forcing us to adapt to the demands it makes on us, until we are so contorted we can hardly understand what has crippled us so. If the narrator of ‘Gravel’ has been conditioned by her experiences, the memory continues to provide a source of power and even celebration – and thus becomes the fertile ground to which she compulsively returns. The cannibalistic tendency of our minds to use ourselves and those closest to us as fuel for our own continually evolving myth of self is the true subject of ‘Gravel’ – and, as a matter of fact, of the memoir ‘Night’. Once again, it is a harsh truth, less to do with feminism than with the origins of the creative impulse. (Munro’s writing is, in that respect, highly Wordsworthian.)


Dear Life lacks the consistency and intensity of earlier collections, the best of which are assembled in Selected Stories (1996). ‘Gravel’ may be the most convincing narrative in the new volume, in part because it suffers least from the haziness of its male characters. It has no qualms about presenting the reader with an unpredictable protagonist and a plot so outlandish as to be plausible; perhaps, as Munro says of events described in the last of her memoirs, ‘It wouldn’t do in fiction’ – and is thus perfectly pitched.






 Sam Leith
Innocent Abroad

 I had a one-room apartment in New York in 2002, off Broadway just a few blocks below Canal Street. It was a fourth-floor walk-up, one high-ceilinged room, with ceiling-high sash windows on two sides and a bathroom to one side. In winter, hot air coughed from a duct that looked like it belonged in the Alien films. In summer, light streamed in, bleaching everything. I had no air-con. My then girlfriend stayed in London. She gave me a plastic aquarium and a packet of sea-monkeys to keep me company.


The outsider’s experience of New York is always mediated, always secondary. The idea of the city precedes and shapes the way you see it. That’s the case with all cities: but there is no other city on earth the idea of which is so fiercely promulgated. You catch yourself marvelling at steam issuing from manhole covers; at yellow cabs jouncing on their suspension; at hot-dog carts and at thickets of white-on-green street signs announcing ‘Delancey’, ‘Houston’, ‘Murray Street’. Each morning I turned right out of the door of my apartment and walked 15 feet and turned right again and looked up Broadway to see the Chrysler Building. I never did so without at once feeling enchanted, and remembering that it was the lair of Q: The Winged Serpent.


When I arrived, New York was secondary in another, more particular way. It was three months after the twin towers came down. I’d seen that on television from London and digested it as spectacle – your brain, watching that footage, processed it as a Bruckheimer movie rather than a piece of reportage. I had no sense of how physically enormous Ground Zero was – how much stuff wasn’t there. I had thought, at some level, it would be the size of a television screen. Part of my job, in the slightly less than a year I was there, was internalising the way in which the attacks had been real and making sense of that in print.


I was in New York as a correspondent for the Daily Telegraph. It was a promotion: I used to run the gossip column. As well as following the rolling story of the city after 9/11, my job was to cover news, anywhere east of the Rockies. The first thing I did was to interview Cloaca, an artwork by Wim Delvoye – a machine which ate three square meals a day and produced shit. My story didn’t make the paper.


National politics was done from Washington. Finance was down to a colleague on the Wall Street beat. I covered local politics instead. In Colorado, there was a minor scandal when a former stripper was elected mayor. In Texas, a goat called Clay Henry III had been elected mayor without demur. Clay Henry was an alcoholic. There was a minor scandal after a man castrated the mayor for drinking his beer. I got a small scoop with my report on Wendell and Cass, the two gay penguins in Central Park Zoo. It’s possible my background in gossip, rather than hard news, shaped the way I proceeded.


I fell in with the Pack: mostly paps, and agency hacks for news agencies with names like Splash and Big Apple News on day-rates for the red-tops. We drank in Irish bars. I think they regarded me as a sort of mascot. ‘We’re going to New Jersey to pap Dudley Moore’s funeral,’ they would say. ‘Want to come?’ I’d go.


On such jobs we’d meet the men from the National Enquirer who, like New York itself, seemed to be preceded by the idea of what it was to be a man from the National Enquirer. They wore sideways-looking eyes, very cheap suits, Velcro shoes. They were constantly changing hire car so the police wouldn’t ‘make’ them and send them packing. They muttered. One had a thin ponytail that went the length of his back, tied every three or four inches by rubber bands. It was a look.


They were ‘operators’. I was not. The first big job I had, I was woken at 4 a.m. by a call from the newsdesk in London. A story had broken overnight. ‘Get on a plane to Baltimore,’ they said. In my dressing gown, I looked up flights. There was one from Westchester Airport. I didn’t know Westchester was upstate. I didn’t yet have a bank account or a cash card. I had to wake up our office manager in her apartment in the East Village and borrow cash from her for a cab. The cab driver looked surprised when I asked him to drive me to Westchester, but he took me. It took about an hour and a half. The airport was tiny. The plane was tiny. It lifted into the air and landed and we were there. I passed through the airport and found a cab and reached the press conference around lunchtime. I learned that Baltimore is two hours from New York by train.


I was, at least at first, living in a city I didn’t know how to use. In my early days in Manhattan, living at the Washington Square Hotel (the locale made me think of the Henry James novel and of the blim of hash I’d scored in Washington Square when I was last here, aged 18, and that made me sick) I ordered a pizza. It was very expensive, but I guessed New York was expensive. I didn’t realise that ‘a pizza’ feeds ten. I became the owner of a greasy cardboard box the size of a wagon wheel. It was impossible to fit in the tiny waste-paper bin in my room.


I couldn’t think how to smuggle it out past reception without the humiliation of my error being obvious. It finally went out on my shoulder as if I were, myself, delivering it. I pretended not to notice I had a huge pizza box on my shoulder, and the receptionist was kind enough to pretend not to notice too. I abandoned it on top of a bin – again, it wouldn’t fit – in Washington Square Park.


I tried. I started drinking martinis – gin, up, twist – as an affectation, and came to love them. The best were in a bar called Grace – gone now, I think – a few blocks over from my apartment. It had a very long, dark mahogany bar, dim light, and served potstickers in an orange sauce and martinis so big and so cold that a single one would floor you if you drank it too fast.


New York is a town of transients. Its distinctive cuisine is comfort food. I ate pizza, pulled pork, mac and cheese, burgers, clots of crisp bacon, sweet French toast, hot dogs – the watery tubes from hotdog carts and the superior sort from Gray’s Papaya or Nathan’s. I ate breakfast 24 hours a day. I went to this diner that was on the cover of a Tom Waits record; to that pub where Dylan Thomas drank. Brooklyn Bridge came pre-imagined by Hart Crane. Hell’s Kitchen came pre-imagined by Frank Miller and David Mazzucchelli; it’s now called Clinton on the taxi maps.


I hadn’t lived by myself for any length of time in years: not since I’d been a teenager at boarding school, and not really even then. If you haven’t been alone for a bit, it turns out, you simply pick up where you left off. I regressed. I did unadult things, like eating Rice-a-Roni standing up. I bought comics from Forbidden Planet on Union Square, and binge-read them, losing myself in The Invisibles and Preacher. I went to the movies by myself, often. I remember looking up to see a projectionist looking down at me. I was the only person in a matinee performance of Undercover Brother. The projectionist was laughing but I was not.


I spent weekends and some evenings walking – I liked taking the D train to Coney Island and walking on the beach off-season. Or – when I could – I’d hang out with an old friend and his wife, who lived in Murray Hill and essentially adopted me. When I had nobody to hang out with, which was reasonably often, I walked to the Tower Records on Lafayette and borrowed videos and watched them by myself, smoking. Really bad films, always: horror films, mostly. In the centre of the video store was a fenced-off area for pornography, that I looked at with shame and longing and never went into.


Watching films set in New York added to that feeling of secondariness. I watched Mimic 2, which is about a giant man-eating cockroach. At one point it scuttled past a piece of wall that I realised was the piece of wall at the end of the alley below my apartment. Inside the apartment, there were also cockroaches: whiskery, furtive and glossy as conkers on the cold white floor of the bathroom. None of them tried to eat me.


Once, when my then girlfriend was visiting and our friend Tania was staying on a futon on the floor, Tania woke us in the very small hours of the morning and hustled us to the window still disoriented and undressed and half asleep. ‘Look!’ Curled up in the alleyway underneath the window were dozens and dozens of naked people. It was art, by Spencer Tunick. They had photographers’ lights beaming down on them from stands. I didn’t have my contact lenses in. They looked like prawns.


Even the sea-monkeys were secondary. I’d never owned sea-monkeys before, but there were advertisements for them in the old American comics I loved as a child. The adverts showed them in cartoon form, as a smiling, amphibian version of a 1960s nuclear family. Mine lived in a plastic aquarium about the size of a pint glass, on the trestle table under the window. They didn’t resemble their caricatures. They were self-propelled motes, circulating in the water. If you looked very hard, through one of the convex viewing points on the aquarium, you could see tiny legs flailing away. The summer heat-wave killed them.


The last thing I reported was the first anniversary of the attacks. It was a big deal for newspapers. Supplements were planned. There were stories I was expected to get. I presented myself at fire stations. I left messages on answerphones, chasing widows. Some returned my calls. Most didn’t. Every news outlet in the world wanted a widow for the first anniversary. Every widow who wanted to tell her story had done so many times already.


I kept trying. So did everyone. We all wanted anyone whom 9/11 had hurt, and there was an unspoken system of rankings. Widows were best. Widows who had been pregnant when they lost their husbands were the best of all: reserved for classy outlets such as Vanity Fair or the New York Times. Every few days, in the run-up, the deputy foreign editor would ask me what I’d got. I’d say I’d left messages. ‘We need a widow,’ he’d say. As time went on: ‘You may have to buy some flowers and knock on some doors.’


I felt sick. I didn’t know if I could do that. I didn’t know if I could refuse to.


Finally, my luck broke. Not a widow: some parents. I went to interview a couple in Pelham, a commuter town a short train ride upstate. Pelham, a town of 12,000, lost ten people in the towers. This couple’s adoptive son was one of them. I sat in their living room, sick with nerves, and asked them everything I could think of that would make them cry. I felt nothing but a sort of inward relief when they did. My eyes went to the red light on my tape recorder.


Later, transcribing the interview tape on my laptop, alone in my apartment in front of the big window, I cried so hard I had to get up and walk around the room. This was pornography. This was secondary. They wrote me a note afterwards thanking me for the article and saying I’d captured their boy exactly. I can’t now remember the name of their son.


I loved New York. I’ve never been lonelier.






 Dorothy Gallagher
I Remember Lynn Bailey

 I remember Lynn Bailey.

I remember she married Nick only a few weeks before I married Bob, and we were all friends.

I remember a beautiful, blonde, and delicate girl, an actress.

I remember that the four of us shared a house.

I remember the house, two duplex apartments in an old brownstone at 359 West 18th Street, with a small backyard, and the rent: $250 a month for the whole house, that’s how long ago it was.

I remember my cat, Gilby.

I remember how I got him, from an old woman on the street who handed me a wild kitten, saying she already had five cats at home.

I remember how Gilby and I passed that first winter, waiting each day for the patches of sunlight to appear through the two tall parlour floor windows at one o’clock on winter afternoons, Gilby appropriating one patch, I the other.

I remember that it was early in September, six months after we were all married, when Lynn came home from two months in summer stock.

I remember we were sitting in my kitchen when she told me, ‘I’m going to have an abortion, I’m going to divorce Nick.’

I remember that my kitchen was off the small backyard and that the door was open to the summer afternoon.

I remember what I asked Lynn: ‘Is it Nick’s baby?’ I remember she shook her head.

I remember those words: abortion, divorce — how they hit me as if I’d never heard them before.

I remember that Lynn was already living in Californa when I got pregnant.

I remember being of two minds for two months.

I remember that I had an abortion.

I remember that soon after that my husband and I went to a restaurant and we ate dinner in silence.

I remember the day I left my first husband.

I remember that it was winter when I moved into a room on the fifteenth floor of a building on 99th Street and Broadway.

I remember this room.

I remember the room had one window looking into the cold north light, a kitchen inserted behind a closet door, a narrow couch covered in black burlap for my new bed.

I remember how much I liked that place because I could see all four walls the moment I walked in, no surprises.

I remember that my husband stood across the street many of those cold winter nights, watching the entrance to catch the man I preferred to him.

I remember that on the New Year’s Eve after I left him, he rang my doorbell.

I remember I was afraid.

I remember that I let him in anyway.

I remember that after a while I asked him to leave, and when he wouldn’t I locked myself in the bathroom.

I remember that he stole my address book while I was in the bathroom, looking for the name and address of my lover, because if I had no lover why would I have left him?

I remember that I had no lover.

I remember the newspaper clippings my mother took to sending me from the Daily News: Husband Kills Estranged Wife! Husband Kills Estranged Wife and Self!

I remember fear, but also excitement – the thrill of being at the centre of a drama, the pride of being so effective.

I remember my husband, oh yes I do, and after all these decades scarcely a week passes when I don’t think of him.

I remember the day I left my first husband, but I really don’t remember why.






 Notre Proust
Une tempête dans une tasse de thé

 On p 641 of Part Two: Chapter Two of ‘The Guermantes Way’, volume three of Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, in the Scott Moncrieff translation, revised by Terence Kilmartin, and further revised by D J Enright, we read this: ‘I who remembered with what a torrent of abuse M de Charlus had parted from me at Balbec made an instinctive gesture of denial. “What!” he shouted angrily, and indeed his face, convulsed and white, differed as much from his ordinary face as does the sea when, on a stormy morning, one sees instead of its customary smiling surface a myriad writhing snakes of spray and foam...’


Too good to leave alone, this Brontëesque-Byronic metaphor is resuscitated four pages later (p 645): ‘“And who says I am offended?” he screamed in fury, raising himself into an erect posture on the sofa on which hitherto he had been reclining motionless, while, as the pallid, frothing snakes twisted and stiffened in his face, his voice became alternately shrill and solemn like the deafening onrush of a storm.’


Proust immediately changes his metaphor (p 645): ‘(The force with which he habitually spoke, which made strangers turn round in the street, was multiplied a hundredfold, as is a musical forte if, instead of being played on the piano, it is played by an orchestra, and changed into a fortissimo as well. M de Charlus roared.)’


We know.


The French is a different thing.


‘Le côté de Guermantes’ p 554 in the Pléiade edition edited by Pierre Clarac and André Ferré: ‘Moi qui me rappelais sur quelle incartade M de Charlus s’était séparé de moi à Balbec, j’esquissai un geste de dénégation. «Comment! s’écria-t-il avec colère, et en effet son visage convulsé et blanc différait autant de son visage ordinaire que la mer quand, un matin de tempête, on aperçoit, au lieu de la souriante surface habituelle, mille serpents d’écume et de bave...’ Vive la différence: foam and foam/froth/dribble (Proust), spray and foam (Moncrieff, Kilmartin, Enright). ‘A thousand snakes’ (Proust), ‘a myriad’ (Moncrieff, Kilmartin, Enright) – both automatic writing.


And p 558: ‘ – Et qui vous dit que j’en suis offensé? s’écria-t-il avec fureur en se redressant violemment sur la chaise longue où il était resté jusque-là immobile, cependant que, tandis que se crispaient les blêmes serpents écumeux de sa face, sa voix devenait tour à tour aiguë et grave comme une tempête assourdissante et déchaînée. (La force avec laquelle il parlait d’habitude, et qui faisait se retourner les inconnus dehors, était centuplée, comme l’est un forte, si, au lieu d’être joué au piano, il l’est à l’orchestre, et de plus se change en un fortissimo. M de Charlus hurlait.)’






 Julie Maxwell
Márquez and the Magic of Realism

 Many years later, as he faced the firing squad of photographers, reporters, literary critics, and political enemies, Gabriel García Márquez was to remember that distant afternoon when his grandfather took him to discover ice.


Political enemies? He’d been on the hit list of the right-wing Colombian assassination team MAS but retorted that he’d always hoped to die at the hands of a jealous husband.


And the ice? ‘I touched it and felt as if it was burning me. I needed ice in the first sentence of [One Hundred Years of Solitude] because in the hottest town in the world, ice is magical.’


Magical. Gabriel García Márquez is of course famous for writing about the magical. In 1982 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature for ‘his novels and short stories, in which the fantastic and the realistic are combined in a richly composed world of imagination, reflecting a continent’s life and conflicts’. And in the first sentence of the first comprehensive biography of the writer – Gerald Martin’s recently published Gabriel García Márquez: A Life – although it will have surprisingly little to say about magical realism, García Márquez is immediately identified as ‘the best-known writer to have emerged from the “Third World” and the best-known exponent of a literary style, “magical realism”, which has proved astonishingly productive in other developing countries and among the novelists who write about them – like Salman Rushdie, to quote just one obvious example.’


What, then, is this much-prized literary mode? And how has Gabriel García Márquez made it his own?


Not always prized, it’s true. In Ian McEwan’s novel Saturday, the hero Perowne makes an effort to read novels recommended to him by his daughter Daisy, a young poetess and university student. Anna Karenina and Madame Bovary he manages, but in her final year she opts to study ‘the so-called magical realists’. Not Gabriel García Márquez, as it happens, but the preferred choices of a British university curriculum: Salman Rushdie (by virtue of his post-colonialism) and Angela Carter (by virtue of her feminism. In the 90s, I was once told by an Oxford professor, Carter was second only to Shakespeare as a subject for doctoral theses in the UK). Also on the list are Günter Grass, and, less predictably – a joke – the earlier McEwan of The Child in Time. Not that any of these authors are actually named, but which novels are meant is apparent from Perowne’s perplexed, irritated reaction to them:

What were these authors of reputation doing – grown men and women of the twentieth century – granting supernatural powers to their characters? He never made it all the way through a single one of those irksome confections. And written for adults, not children. In more than one, heroes and heroines were born with or sprouted wings – a symbol, in Daisy’s term, of their liminality; naturally, learning to fly became a metaphor for bold aspiration. Others were granted a magic sense of smell, or tumbled unharmed out of high-flying aircraft. One visionary saw through a pub window his parents as they had been some weeks after his conception, discussing the possibility of aborting him....



‘No more magic midget drummers,’ he pleaded with her by post, after setting out his tirade. ‘Please, no more ghosts, angels, satans or metamorphoses. When anything can happen, nothing much matters.’

This gives us some idea of the terrain. The objection to magic in literature is an old one and long predates the novel: Shakespeare was a magical realist. Drama, according to Shakespeare’s contemporary Ben Jonson, ought to represent people and times as they really were, not ‘make Nature afraid’, as Shakespeare had, by putting a magician and a monster into The Tempest. Perowne likewise believes that ‘the actual, not the magical, should be the challenge’ and that ‘the supernatural was the recourse of an insufficient imagination, a dereliction of duty, a childish evasion of the difficulties and wonders of the real, of the demanding re-enactment of the possible’. To his way of thinking, then, magic and reality are simply in opposition in fiction. It is the possible versus the impossible. That is why he refers to these novelists as the ‘so-called magical realists’. So-called because they have certainly not bewitched him, and so-called because ‘magical realist’ appears to be a contradiction in terms.


But Perowne has no talent for literature: he doesn’t think much of realism either and his reason is revealed to us with subtle, wry humour. ‘If, as Daisy said, the genius was in the detail, then he was unmoved. The details were apt and convincing enough, but surely not so very difficult to marshal if you were halfway observant and had the patience to write them all down.’ The fact that Perowne does not prize realism, with or without the magic, is telling. His dislike of the realist novel is in fact consistent with his dislike of the magical realist novel because both depend on an array of convincing details and other persuasive strategies of representation.


Consider a classic example – and a vital influence on García Márquez – of the realism in magical realism: Kafka’s Metamorphosis. The magical premise of the story is that a man can turn into an insect; but it is a premise upheld by a wholly convincing depiction of exactly what it would be like to find that you had, all of a sudden, become an insect.

As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect. He was lying on his hard, as it were armour-plated, back and when he lifted his head a little he could see his dome-like brown belly divided into stiff arched segments on top of which the bed-quilt could hardly keep in position and was about to slide off completely. His numerous legs, which were pitifully thin compared to the rest of his bulk, waved helplessly before his eyes.

The magic proposition that a man metamorphoses into an insect is plausible, and sustainable, only because it is realistically described. This is the magic of realism. In many magical realist novels it is precisely the realism that works all the magic, which makes the most extraordinary things believable, or at least which suspends our disbelief. It is a case of ‘grant that the moon is made of cheese, and all else follows’ – but it follows only because we can taste, smell, feel the cheese. Quite often in magical realist novels, the reality represented to us is mundane. For instance, the astonishing and unique event that has occurred ‘one morning’ in the life of Gregor Samsa is represented through his difficulty with the duvet: a struggle which all of us, on all other mornings, experience. It is believably boring, truly tedious.


So, to return to Perowne, his simple opposition of the actual to the magical rests on a fundamental misunderstanding of the genre of magical realism. Concentrating his derision on the magic in magical realism, he is blind to the realism in magical realism.


Gabriel García Márquez, an ex-law student like Kafka, was inspired by the German writer very early in his writing life. As his biographer tells us, a story that he wrote at school, about a girl who turned into a butterfly and lived a life of adventure, reminded the school secretary of Kafka’s Metamorphosis. Actually reading Kafka’s magical realist tale prompted him, the very next day, to write his first published short story, ‘The Third Resignation’, about a corpse who is somehow still alive but really going to die this time. As a young journalist, writing on ‘Problems of the Novel?’, García Márquez declared that ‘Franz Kafka and Proust are everywhere in the literature of the modern world’ and that Colombia must follow suit but, with the pompous pessimism of the young, added that there was not the slightest sign of it ever happening. Many years later, Kafka was still the benchmark: when García Márquez read Juan Rulfo, he said he’d never been so impressed by anything since his first experience of Kafka.


But García Márquez’s magical realism would not be like Kafka’s. While sharing some features common to magical realist writing, García Márquez’s fiction deconstructed the seeming opposition between magic and realism rather differently. This is what we would expect of an original writer. It also happened because, in the novels that preceded One Hundred Years of Solitude, García Márquez found that realism was not quite working the magic he wanted. The early García Márquez was firmly grounded in realism – as an avid disciple of Italian neo-realist cinema, his biographer tells us, and in his own ground-breaking reportage. Once he spent a month uncovering ‘the most minute details’ of what was alleg- edly the ‘scandal of the century’, the murder of the twenty-one-year-old daughter of a carpenter.


As a reporter he traveled the world with a care for material reality: the so-called ‘Iron Curtain’ was in fact, he noted, a red and white roadblock made of wood. The architectural realism of East Berlin, its functionalism – as sombre as the city’s economic realities – met with his approval. And later he wanted to investigate the practical details of life under the US blockade of Cuba: how did you get the shopping done?


It will be obvious from these examples that there was a political dimension to the commitment to realism. As a socialist, in fact a theoretical communist, Gabriel García Márquez would, many years later, come under fire for failing to write novels deemed by the comrades to be suitable exercises in political intervention. (So much for the current literary critical view that the political subversion of the magical realist novel is its chief recommendation.) He had by then come to realise that the cinematic realism he so admired was affecting his fiction adversely:

I always thought that the cinema, through its tremendous visual power, was the perfect means of expression. All my books before One Hundred Years of Solitude are hampered by that uncertainty. There is an immoderate desire for the visualisation of character and scene, a millimetric ac- count of the time of dialogue and action and an obsession with indicating point of view and frame.

But One Hundred Years of Solitude left this anxious realism behind – and proposed a new relationship between magic and realism.


The García Márquez of One Hundred Years of Solitude  had realised that ‘reality is also the myths of the common people, it is the beliefs, their legends; they are their everyday life and they affect their triumphs and failures’. Magic was, in other words, part of reality – our reality, our experience of the world, our way of looking at it. By this argumentative stroke, the politically suspect becomes, in a single move, politically acceptable. Cinema was still an influence: ‘has no one suspected,’ he enquired, ‘that the most likely source for the Latin American novel’s “magical realism” is Miracle in Milan?’ In this 1951 film by Vittorio de Sica, co-written with and based on the novel by Cesare Zavattini, the hero is found in a cabbage patch and given a magic dove by his mother’s ghost. Magic was especially part of reality if you were Latin American. (The French were apparently always too rational to adore García Márquez.) And especially if you were Gabriel García Márquez’s maternal grandmother.


Grandmother was a deeply superstitious woman, a believer in ghosts and dreams and portents; and she ran the house, in García Márquez’s amusing description, like the Roman Empire.

The real head of the household was my grandmother, and not only her but these fantastic forces with which she was in permanent communication and which determined what could and could not be done that day because she would interpret her dreams and organise the house according to what could and could not be eaten; it was like the Roman Empire, governed by birds, and thunderclaps and other atmospheric signals which explained any change of the weather, change of humour, really we were manipulated by invisible Gods, even though they were all supposedly very Catholic people.

Little Gabito was scared shitless and witless: it was only, he said, his beloved grandfather who had kept him in touch with reality. Once, after Gabito saw a dead man, his grandmother said the poor child would never sleep peacefully again. Not that she was exactly helping: last thing at night, she used to tell him that if he moved, dead people would come out of the walls.


These common superstitions about ghosts and signs from above are clearly a different order of magic from metamorphosing into an insect. In fact, García Márquez’s fiction dabbles in magic much less often than his reputation – as the number one magical realist writer – would lead us to expect. The magic of One Hundred Years of Solitude is, frequently, not very magical. It is like the ice of the infamous first sentence – actually a natural phenomenon but subjectively magical to someone who has never experienced it before. Only as part of their reality is it magical. Ditto ‘seeing’ a ghost, interpreting a dream: it’s a subjective business.


Similarly, the next ‘wonder’ of the novel – the magnet brought by the gypsies – is not magic either but only magical to a particular way of looking at the world: that is, a pre-technological civilisation’s interpretation of science, and the application of science, as magic. This ‘wonder’, which is magical only to the characters in the novel and not to the reader, does not, therefore, require a realistic mode of presentation to convince us of its plausibility. The realism of magical realism is not what is needed here. In fact, García Márquez does exactly the reverse: he exaggerates unrealistically, fairy-tale-style, the magnet’s operation. ‘Everybody was amazed to see pots, pans, tongs and braziers tumble down from their places and beams creak from the desperation of nails and screws trying to emerge, and even objects that had been lost for a long time appeared from where they had been searched for most and went dragging along in turbulent confusion behind Melquíades’ magical irons.’


One can see why an attempt at ‘millimetric’ realism hampered García Márquez: it was contrary to his nature, which is to see the world through magnifying glasses, through binoculars. ‘He exaggerated everything’, said his father, who gets rather bad press in the biography. Told that his son was regarded as one of the best story writers in Colombia, he retorted, ‘He’s a story-teller, all right, he’s been a liar since he was a small boy!’ García Márquez has always exaggerated, for instance, his grandfather’s political importance, claiming that he founded the town of Aracataca when in reality he was only one of the close military subordinates of the man who did. He also described his grandparents’ house, where he spent his early childhood years, as a mansion. This was as much of an exaggeration as his later claim that his own house was located ‘in a very quiet and traditional sector full of illustrious oligarchs’. Alas, so close but yet so far from the desirable sector in question – separated as it was by a major traffic route. In 1957, on a trip to London, García Márquez exaggerated the fog to a Victorian smog and claimed he was unable even to see the English until the sun came out. And in an early love poem, he considered it a compliment to say that the beloved object was ‘as unbelievable as any story’. As tall as a tale, one might say.


We think of a tendency to exaggerate as inevitably a flaw, but in the case of One Hundred Years of Solitude García Márquez granted his natural bent to his characters, especially José Arcadio Buendía. The schemes of this founder of Macondo, would-be discoverer of the philosopher’s stone (or how about a little solar war?) are as unrealistic as any magical realist premise. His ‘unbridled imagination always went beyond the genius of nature and even beyond miracles and magic’. It is super-supernatural. In other words, the magical realism of One Hundred Years of Solitude is character-driven (just as, later, the realism of Love in the Time of Cholera will be). José Arcadio takes everything ludicrously further than it can possibly be expected to go: even tumbling pots and straining nails are not enough magnetic attraction for him and he tries to use the magnets to pull gold out of the bowels of the earth. Introduced to the daguerreotype, he is resolved to use it to capture proof of the existence of God. And when he successfully hooks up the mechanism of a clock to a toy ballerina, he thinks he is really getting somewhere and searches sleeplessly for a way to apply the principles of the pendulum ‘to oxcarts, to harrows, to everything that was useful when put into motion’. Use- ful: technology is the useful application of science but José Arcadio returns everything to its state of original uselessness. From the alchemy to the pendulums, he is searching for the one single discovery that will explain and master everything. It should all be beautifully simple but instead everything is strained, pushed, complicated, exaggerated beyond belief. After stumbling across a galleon (in the now-infamous episode) and the sea that he has sought so long in vain, José Arcadio draws a map accentuating Macondo’s isolated situation: ‘in rage, evilly, exaggerating the difficulties of communication.’ It is a uselessly exaggerated map but it makes a useful point to the reader, which will be repeated many times in the novel. The isolation of Macondo (while exaggerated) and the solitude of the people who live there (a whole 100 years of it) encourages their detachment from reality and their corresponding attraction to the magical.


The novel’s magical realism is, then, culture-driven.


Insofar as Macondo represents the isolation of Colombia and of South America from the rest of the world, it is continent-driven. Many years later, when Macondo has been cut off from the rest of civilisation once again, the gypsies are able to return and persuade the locals that the magnet really is the latest thing ‘and there was no lack of people standing open-mouthed watching kettles fall and pots roll and who paid fifty cents to be startled as a gypsy woman put in her false teeth and took them out again’.


Literary critics (for whom García Márquez has little time) are also prone to exaggeration – ‘exaggerating the difficulties of communication’. For them, language is inadequate, referring not to reality but only to other words. For them, there is nothing magical about such a limited invention – language! – even when it is given literary application in a great novel. Professional language-sceptics would read no irony in the episode when the people of Macondo succumb to the insomnia plague and lose their memories, starting with their vocabularies: ‘they went on living in a reality that was slipping away, momentarily captured by words, but which would escape irremediably when they forgot the values of the written letters.’ Naïve theoreticians would merely find the implicit fissure between signifier and signified made manifest. No irony in the fact that it is José Arcadio who goes around marking everything with its name, and then, once again taking everything a stage further:

Little by little, studying the infinite possibilities of a loss of memory, he realised that the day might come when things would be recognised by their inscriptions but that no one would remember their use [my italics]. Then he was more explicit. The sign that he hung on the neck of the cow was an exemplary proof of the way in which the inhabitants of Macondo were prepared to fight against the loss of memory: This is the cow. She must be milked every morning so that she will produce milk, and the milk must be boiled in order to be mixed with coffee to make coffee and milk.

José Arcadio Buendía, the fantastical preserver of things’ uses! He studies the ‘infinite possibilities’ of memory loss with the same enthusiasm as those literary critics who study the benefits of madness, silence and illiteracy. The alleged inadequacy of language is an exaggeration of the difficulty of communication. Unless, of course, everyone happens to lose their memory simultaneously – an improbability, described here in suitably fairy-tale style, which has obliged Visitación and her brother ‘to exile themselves forever from an age-old kingdom where they had been prince and princess’.


José Arcadio sets about building a memory machine. He has written almost fourteen thousand entries when he is interrupted by the arrival of the gypsy Melquíades – who will later be revealed as the real writer of the family history, a surrogate García Márquez – who effectively declares: enough of this nonsense! Melquíades gives José Arcadio a restorative potion which clarifies his mind and he finds himself ‘in an absurd living-room where objects were labeled’ and ‘he was ashamed of the solemn nonsense written on the walls’. What is this magical potion? It is, as we say, ‘a dose of common sense’.


Many years later, García Márquez explained that he had used certain verbal ‘tricks’ in writing One Hundred Years of Solitude and this is one of them: he literalises metaphors, renovates clichés. We speak of ‘verbal powers’ and that is the magic García Márquez works. It is beyond José Arcadio. (He is modeled on the novelist’s father, who also claimed to be a novelist and could not see what all the ‘fuss’ was about his son.) In his alchemy phase, José Arcadio fails to seduce Úrsula ‘with the charm of his fantasy, with the promise of a prodigious world where all one had to do was sprinkle some magic liquid on the ground and the plants would bear fruit whenever a man wished, and where all manner of instruments against pain were sold at bargain prices’. The linguistic seduction here is all García Márquez’s. José Arcadio aspires to sound like The Alchemist by Ben Jonson – where all the magic is also worked by the most extraordinary language – but this is not dialogue. These are not the words of José Arcadio himself. Rather, this is García Márquez’s classic style – almost dialogue-free except for the occasional witticism or exclamation of exasperation which punctuates the magnificently extended paragraphs.


There is, then, appropriate exaggeration in One Hundred Years of Solitude. But the realism of magical realism is apparent here too, particularly when García Márquez describes something that readers of the novel, as well as the characters in it, are likely to consider magical. ‘An aunt of Úrsula’s, married to an uncle of José Arcadio Buendía, had a son who went through life wearing loose, baggy trousers and who bled to death after having lived 42 years in the purest state of virginity, for he had been born and had grown up with a cartilaginous tail in the shape of a corkscrew and with a small tuft of hair on the tip’ [my italics]. In fact, human tails are not magic either. We all start off with one in the womb. It is a vestigial structure of the human body. Alternatively, sometimes a tumour or spina bifida is mistaken for a tail. But all the same, readers’ acceptance of the human tail can be reasonably expected to be less automatic than their acceptance of magnets. So García Márquez provides us with a believably small tuft of hair to top it off.


Úrsula’s own son grows up to have a penis so large that she fears it is ‘something as unnatural as her cousin’s tail of a pig’ and she consults a fortune-teller for advice. The clairvoyant ‘explodes with laughter’, as we say, or, as García Márquez says: ‘The woman let out an expansive laugh that resounded through the house like a spray of broken glass. “Just the opposite,” she said. “He’ll be very lucky.”’ What a ‘prediction’: it’s not unfortunate to have a big penis. There is a nice touch when the fortune-teller lays hands on the blessed adolescent herself and, for all her worldly wisdom, for all her sexual experience and ‘merry, foul-mouthed, provocative’ nature, she is ‘sincerely startled’. Her sex life is fabled, like something out of Bocaccio or Chaucer, whereas this is manifestly the real thing: the marvel of realism.


Many years later, Úrsula herself is believed to be clairvoyant, because she ‘could say without hesitation how much money had been spent in the house during the previous year’. In fact, like any good magical realist writer, Úrsula works this seeming ‘magic’ by paying attention to the details, in this case of everyday expenditure: ‘an alert old age can be more keen than the cards.’ This implied commentary on the operation of magical realism is a postmodern device, and it anticipates, as we will see, the prominent pointing up of realism many years later in Love in the Time of Cholera.


Of course, there is actual magic in One Hundred Years of Solitude too – events, that is, which cannot be attributed to the ignorance and isolation of a community which interprets even the removal of false teeth as a sign of supernatural power. The potion has been mentioned. Most famously – and most riskily in García Márquez’s own view – a beauty queen floats to the upper atmosphere along with the washing sheets. And a priest levitates, a little less celestially, six inches. These events are, like the magical potion that is really ‘a dose of common sense’, further demonstrations of García Márquez’s verbal ‘powers’ – humour, detail, originality. The levitation of Father Nicanor Reyna even begins with a self-referential gesture to the way García Márquez writes:

At the end, when the congregation began to break up, he raised his arms signaling for attention.


‘Just a moment,’ he said. ‘Now we shall witness an undeniable proof of the infinite power of God.’

The long paragraph and the congregation begin to break up at the same moment, for a moment of dialogue which will turn out, like many of these moments, to be unintentionally funny. For what we witness is not the power of God but – behold ye doubters – hot chocolate. It is another narrative pun. It is, as we say, a caffeine ‘high’:

The boy who had helped him with the mass brought him a cup of thick and steaming chocolate, which he drank without pausing to breathe. Then he wiped his lips with a handkerchief that he drew from his sleeve, extended his arms, and closed his eyes. Thereupon Father Nicanor rose six inches above the level of the ground. It was a convincing measure.

A convincing measure for hot chocolate, yes. A double espresso and he might have risen six feet or, like Remedios the Beauty, many years later, actually made it to heaven.


Instead, the levitating hot chocolate drinker tries to impress the military authorities with the miracle and gets a rude awakening to the new realities of life in Macondo: his head is split open by the butt of a soldier’s rifle. It is now war, and later big business, that appear to be magical – having the power to change everything in an instant, to make it appear or disappear or look utterly different.


If a bomb explodes, everyone immediately disappears, as we say, ‘into thin air’. For a time Macondo is ‘swamped by a miraculous prosperity’. There is now an ice factory on the edge of town (recalling the first sentence of the novel). Commerce brings the train to Macondo, wonderfully described by an alarmed observer as ‘Something frightful, like a kitchen dragging a village behind it’. Then there is the ‘magic’ or at least the trickery of cinema, which works resurrections and metamorphoses and creates indignation in Macondo, ‘for a character who had died and was buried in one film and for whose misfortune tears of affliction had been shed would reappear alive and transformed into an Arab in the next one’. Macondo has grown up enough to recognise that technology isn’t magic, but not enough to understand how art works. Black arts are brought by the banana company, ‘with decisions that seemed like acts of magic’ to those suffering under poor working conditions. Now it is legal chicanery that seems magical and goes around demonstrating its proofs (as, earlier, the bringers of the magnets and the levitating Father Nicanor had):

the sleight-of-hand lawyers proved that the demands [of the banana company workers] lacked all validity for the simple reason that the banana company did not have, never had had, and never would have any workers in its service because they were all hired on a temporary and occasional basis. So that the fable of the Virginia ham [the workers are not paid actual money but in scrip so they can only buy ham from the company] was nonsense, the same as that of the miraculous pills [routinely handed out instead of proper medical attention] and the Yuletide toilets [portable latrines instead of permanent facilities], and by a decision of the court it was established and set down in solemn decrees that the workers did not exist.

Legally speaking, they disappear in a puff of smoke. Then they are spirited away a second time. There is a massacre of three thousand workers, who are machine-gunned, loaded onto a 200-car train and finally thrown into the sea. This Colombian holocaust is immediately denied, and continues to be denied in the history books. ‘Precise and convincing details’ of the event do not convince anyone except Aureliano Babilionia and Gabriel Márquez, the novelist’s namesake, who are ‘linked by a kind of complicity based on real facts that no one believed in’. Aureliano Babilonia becomes the decoder of the family history that has been written – ‘down to the most trivial details’ – a century in advance. And Gabriel Márquez became, as we learn from his biography, a fairy-tale success.


In Gerald Martin’s account, García Márquez lives a magical life during the writing, and especially the reception, of One Hundred Years of Solitude. ‘This man was magic. His book was magic – his name was magic: “Gabo”.’ García Márquez himself has a more realistic, or pessimistic, view of the ‘magic’ he has worked: even great literature will disappear into thin air. Towards the end of the novel, one of Gabriel Márquez’s friends loses some papers belonging to a classicist Catalonian bookseller: ‘When the wise old grandfather found out, instead of raising a row as had been feared, he commented, dying with laughter, that it was the natural destiny of literature.’ This is the meaning of the mise en abyme ending of One Hundred Years of Solitude: the novel is vanishing out of our hands as the remaining pages diminish, and, once the last sentence is reached, it finally vanishes – hey presto! – right before our eyes.


The repeated and undemonstrated assertion in the biography that Gabo is ‘magic’ is not very interesting compared to the other life García Márquez leads here: a life of realism. The epigraph to García Márquez’s autobiography, Living to Tell the Tale, is: ‘Life is not what one lived, but what one remembers and how one remembers it in order to recount it.’ In the recounting, in the selection and construction of memory, real life becomes realist. Whether the details are exactly true or not is beside the point: they seem to be. They are, as we say, ‘true-to-life’. (Conversely, as Love in the Time of Cholera reminds us, real life can be unbelievable: ‘by a series of coincidences that were common in the novels of the day, but that no one believed in real life, his four sons died, one after the other.’) Many of the reported biographical moments are touching as well as convincing. Little Gabito, abandoned by his mother to the care of his grandparents, is confused and embarrassed when she comes to visit one day. For there are several women in the room and he doesn’t know which one is his mother until she gestures to him. Then his grandfather, who is so important to him, dies but he is more concerned about a personal problem:

I had lice and it used to embarrass me terribly. They used to say that lice abandoned you when you died. I remember being very worried: “Shit, if I go and die now, everyone’ll know I have lice!”

Then the twelve-year-old Gabito, in charge of organising a journey that his mother and six younger siblings take to join their father in Barranquilla, is ‘standing on the deck of the river steamer counting the children and suddenly panicking. “There’s one missing!” he said. And it was him. He hadn’t counted himself!’


This sweet boy became the eternal scruff Gabo, who would not wear evening dress even to receive the Nobel Prize, but who secured his roll of manuscript papers with a tie – as, many years later, he would fly to New York as a nervous new computer user with the diskettes containing Love in the Time of Cholera tied around his neck. Traveling through America with his own first son Rodrigo, then an infant, he reported: ‘We arrived safe and sound after a very interesting journey which proved on the one hand that Faulkner and the rest have told the truth about their environment and on the other that Rodrigo is a perfectly portable young man who can adapt to any emergency.’ When García Márquez won the Nobel Prize, he had not been able to talk to his mother, whose telephone was broken, for three weeks. A journalist managed to link them up. In response to the terrific news she said, as though punctuating one of the long magical paragraphs her son had written, with a deflationary sentence of dialogue, ‘Maybe now I’ll get my phone fixed’.

For several years, García Márquez abjured his rough magic in favour of politics. Until the Chilean dictator General Pinochet fell from power, he declared a literary strike. But then Pinochet failed to fall from power any time soon and García Márquez, fortunately, abjured abjuring. First he modified his vow to exclude the publication of any new writing, while he was secretly busy with his new novel Chronicle of a Death Foretold. Then he revoked his words entirely, released the book, and wrote the novel which is, to my taste, considerably the superior of the two for which he is loved throughout the world: Love in the Time of Cholera. This is a novel which knows all about the magic of realism.


Once again the narrative mode is dictated by character. Doctor Juvenal Urbino, the husband of Fermina Daza, is the city’s ‘most fastidious man’. An ordinary bath will not do: he specifies ‘an outsize washtub made of solid lignum vitae’, the ‘waters boiled with mallow leaves and orange skins’. His wife bathes and clothes him as ritualistically as a newborn baby: water first, talc next, cocoa butter last. Doctor Urbino’s constitutional realism is closely seconded by Florentino Ariza, who, with the painfully exact memory of the unrequited lover, has not stopped thinking of Fermina Daza since she rejected him exactly 51 years, nine months and four days ago.


There are various postmodern signals to the reader that realism intentionally dominates. The Urbinos live in a house full of ‘original English pieces from the late nineteenth century’, calling out for a corresponding nineteenth-century realism of treatment. Elsewhere in town ‘an invisible dust as harsh as red-hot chalk was blown into even the best-protected corners of the imagination’. But dusty or outmoded, pastiche, Merchant-Ivory, realism this is not. García Márquez gives the reader a particularly big wink as he introduces Dr Urbino’s horny bilingual tenor parrot – ‘a colourful character’, as we say, with a yellow head and a black tongue. The bird frightens off thieves ‘with a mastiff’s barking that could not have been more realistic if it had been real’ [my italics]. The parrot, who like García Márquez can do a convincing rendition of pretty well anything, one day ‘began to do acrobatic tricks on the beams in the kitchen and fell into the pot of stew with a sailor’s shout of every man for himself’. García Márquez is flying as he writes about the parrot, a synecdoche for the good-humoured realism of the novel at large, which is full of the absurdity of life – and death. The parrot’s near-death and his farcical cry – deadly serious to him, but comic to us – anticipates the real death of Dr Urbino, who, balancing on a ladder to retrieve the bird, clatters to his death. ‘And for an instant he was suspended in air and then he realised that he had died without Communion, without time to repent of anything or to say goodbye to anyone, at seven minutes after four on Pentecost Sunday’. As ever, Dr Urbino is ‘dead on time’, as we say.


García Márquez’s own balancing trick is, by contrast, beautifully done but in case we should not agree there is a (loaded) description of reactions to the commemoration of the city worthy. ‘A group from the School of Fine Arts made a death mask that was to be used as the mould for a life-size bust, but the project was canceled because no one thought the faithful rendering of his final terror was decent.’ Realism offends. Humankind cannot bear very much reality. ‘In reality’ is perhaps the commonest phrase in this novel. It is particularly realistic about sex. It might have been called Sex in the Time of Cholera (except that García Márquez deliberately uses ‘love’ in place of ‘sex’ – prostitutes, for instance, are frequented for ‘emergency love’ – to reinforce Florentino’s thesis that ‘nothing one does in bed is immoral if it helps to perpetuate love’.) Realistically, sex ‘smelled of a salt marsh full of prawns’. Realistically, a woman must concentrate to come:

She mounted him and took control of all of him for all of her, absorbed in herself, her eyes closed, gauging the situation in her absolute inner darkness, advancing here, retreating there, correcting her invisible route, trying another, more intense path, another means of proceeding without drowning in the slimy marsh that flowed from her womb, droning like a horsefly as she asked herself questions and answered in her native jargon; where was that something in the shadows that only she knew about and that she longed for just for herself, until she succumbed without waiting for anybody, she fell alone into her abyss with a jubilant explosion of total victory that made the world tremble.

García Márquez’s prose – its sexual realism in contrast to the idealised sentimentalised romance novels Florentino Arizo reads undiscriminatingly – here captures the elusive female orgasm.


But realism offends. And realism can be difficult to get right. Back to those reactions to the depiction of Dr Urbino: ‘A renowned artist who happened to be stopping here on his way to Europe painted, with a pathos-laden realism, a gigantic canvas in which Dr Urbino was depicted on the ladder at the fatal moment when he stretched out his hand to capture the parrot.’ Dr Urbino is a punctilious Christian so this realist treatment verges on a grotesque, upside-down parody of a common painterly subject: the Descent from the Cross, in which a ladder is often employed. ‘Many years later’, it is burned by art students ‘as a symbol of an aesthetic and a time they despised’.


The good-humoured realist aesthetic of  Love in the Time of Cholera expresses the lovely ridiculousness of human life. Florentino Ariza declares, ‘This is the greatest moment of my life’, as he places a love letter on Fermina Daza’s embroidery frame, which she raises to avoid ac- knowledging the trembling of his fingers. ‘Then it happened.’ Then what happened? Th’exchange of thy love’s faithful vow for mine? No, ‘a bird shook himself among the leaves of the almond trees, and his droppings fell right on the embroidery’. ‘Shit happens’, as we say. Many years later, shit happens again: just when Florentino is about to get somewhere with Fermina for the first time in half a century, ‘he did not have time to think about the miracle he was experiencing because his intestines suddenly filled in an explosion of painful foam’. Romantic love is full of superlatives – but there is no question what is of the greatest urgency when a bowel movement strikes.


Florentino does have time to recollect the earlier shitty episode, another briefly magical moment interrupted by abdominal reality. But the novel is not only a retrospective on the love affair – and, indeed, a good number of Florentino’s 622 long-term sexual liaisons – as well as the Twentieth Century in general (‘typing, a new kind of work with a wonderful future’). Published many years later (eighteen, to be precise) than García Márquez’s first enormous success with One Hundred Years of Solitude, it also revisits the magical realism of the earlier novel. As a young lover, Florentino Ariza is duped by the boy swimmer Euclides about what lies some metres (eighteen, to be precise) below the surface of the sea. Euclides claims to know ‘magic tricks’ to frighten sharks away and is able to ‘recount in the most unexpected detail the history of each rusting hulk of a boat’ for miles around. Florentino is entirely persuaded (it’s those details again) and hires Euclides in a bid to find an ancient sunken galleon full of lost treasure. Readers will recall the well-known galleon episode near the beginning of One Hundred Years of Solitude. A similar phrase, about the galleon existing in its own time and space, is employed. And Euclides’s reported speech parrots exactly (the parrot lives on!) the narrative style of the earlier novel – accurately hyperbolic, precisely profuse:

He said that in that spot, only eighteen metres down, there were so many old sailing ships lying among the coral reefs that it was impossible to even calculate the number, and they were spread over so extensive an area that you could not see to the end of them. He said that the most surprising thing was that none of the old wrecks afloat in the bay was in such good condition as the sunken vessels. He said that there were several caravelles with their sails still intact, and that the sunken ships were visible even on the bottom, for it seemed as if they had sunk along with their own time and space, so that they were still illumined by the same eleven o’clock sun that was shining on Saturday, June 9, when they went down. Choking on the driving force of his imagination, he said that the easiest one to distinguish was the galleon San José, for its name could be seen on the poop in gold letters, but it was also the ship most damaged by English artillery. He said he had seen an octopus inside, more than three centuries old, whose tentacles emerged through the openings in the cannon and who had grown to such a size in the dining room that one would have to destroy the ship to free him. He said he had seen the body of the commander, dressed for battle and floating sideways inside the aquarium of the forecastle, and that if he had not dived down to the hold with all its treasure, it was because he did not have enough air in his lungs. There were the proofs: an emerald earring and a medal of the Virgin, the chain corroded by salt. [my italics]

The details work a different kind of ‘magic’ in this novel. They are not here to convince us of a magical realist premise. They are, instead, narrative premonitions – García Márquez predicting the future of the story. For Fermina Daza will also, just a few pages later, be illumined by the eleven o’clock sun, walking about the market ‘in her own time and space’, and what sparkles (synaesthetically, as so often in García Márquez) is ‘the gold of her laughter’. But she is about to tell Florentino that their love is an illusion. Their love is like the galleon, which she doesn’t mention but which any reader who has paid loving attention to the details cannot fail to notice. They convince us that we are reading a writer who knows exactly what he is doing.


Many years later, García Márquez’s novel will finish with Fermina Daza, recoiling from real life, returning to Florentino Ariza, the old pair of slippers together at last – he with a comb-over, she with flabby skin and an earache more pressing than any romantic feelings. They are on a lovers’ journey that will never end – until the next set of omens catches up with them. But I would prefer to leave her shopping, in the marketplace of García Márquez’s life-affirming realism, ‘where everywhere she found something that increased her desire to live’, in a sort of Fortnum and Mason of the fictional experience: ‘She sampled an Alicante sausage that tasted of licorice, and she bought two for Saturday’s breakfast, as well as some slices of cod and a jar of red currants in aguardiente.’






 Martin Amis
John Updike in Hospital

 America is sick about health: America, where strokes and heart attacks come with a price tag, and where the doctors carry on like slum landlords or war profiteers. And Americans admire it – this triage of the wallet. John Updike, or John Updike’s ghost, would be interested (but not surprised) to learn that the year of his death saw a kind of grass-roots rebellion against the health-care system favoured by the current administration – a system long-established in every other country in the First World. Americans believe in decentralised authority, individual choice, and what they call ‘fiscal responsibility’ (or very low taxes); they dislike the ‘nanny state’, which, scandalously, coddles the apathetic citizen ‘from cradle to grave’. Americans pay for their coming hither and for their going hence – costly entrances, truly exorbitant exits. It is the American way, and they’re attached to it.


My only meeting with John Updike – a two-hour interview – took place in a Massachusetts hospital (where, for the record, he was scheduled to have a pre-cancerous wart excised from his right hand). That was in 1987; I was 38, and he was 55. And 22 years later, on January 27, 2009, Updike succumbed to lung cancer and breathed his last – in a Massachusetts hospital.


I do see that the coincidence is hardly staggering. It’s not as if I once went bungee jumping with John Berryman, or tasted the twin barrels of a shotgun playing Russian Roulette with Ernest Hemingway. Nevertheless, in the year of his passing, I have of course been thinking about my interlude with this great American presence – a presence which is now an absence of the same dimensions. And I have been thinking about Updike, and Updike’s art, in the hospitalic setting. Furthermore, our long encounter, in the Wang Ambulatory Care Center in Mass. General, Boston, contained its modest portent, its token omen, of a death foretold.


That summer day, the hospital cafeteria, shockingly vast, was the scene of every variety of enfeeblement. I delegate the task of describing it, not to Updike, for now, but to his one living superior (at the time), Saul Bellow. This is from Augie March:

Shruggers, hobblers, truss and harness wearers, crutch dancers, wall inspectors, wheelchair people in bandage helmets, wound smells and drug flowers blossoming from gauze, from colorful horrors and out of the deep sinks.

And in this galere of morbidity Updike was intensely alive. The hyperactivity of his sense-impressions was palpable – almost audible. I felt I was in the presence of a great array, a NORAD of data-gathering and micro-inspection.


‘My God,’ he said joyously, ‘we’re surrounded by all kinds of sick Americans! Look at that woman’s glasses!’ A lady groped by in what could have been a pair of welder’s goggles. ‘I guess she really doesn’t want any light in her eyes ... My God, look at him! Look at his shoulders! Look at that girl’s legs!’


On the question of why we like certain literary characters (the vibrantly corrupt Becky Sharp, for instance) and dislike others (for instance, the deadeningly pious Little Nell), Updike, qua critic, is definitive: ‘what we like is life.’ What we like is life; and life is still life, especially so, perhaps, when it is menaced not only by infirmity but also by the sharpest financial strain. Yes, this is America, where illness is a double disaster (and where medical costs contribute to 62 per cent of all bankruptcies). The endless edifice of Mass. General, like a vast and prosperous concentration camp, with its innumerable subsections for hearts, lungs, kidneys, bladders, brains, additionally resembled an emporium or even a mall, where sick Americans, free-enterprising individualists to the last, shopped for well-being. And Updike was elated, fascinated, rivetted; Updike was alive.

We remember the somatic mutinies, the horrible turns, and the epic hospitalisations endured by Rabbit Angstrom – Rabbit, as buoyant and dynamic (and as lax and sclerotic) as the America he personifies. And medical dramas and anxieties increasingly intrude on Updike’s later fiction, in the same way that they retard and burden the conversations of everybody over 55. But perhaps ‘The City’, the 1981 short story from the collection Trust Me (1987), stands out as Updike’s most sharply crystallised visit to the land of the sick.


I had read ‘The City’ on the day before I met its author, and I boldly said so, praising it as ‘a work of Joycean perfection’. Actually it is not quite perfect, and is not at all Joycean, to its credit; in my view Updike frittered away several years of his prime in a fruitless attempt to transfer the thought-rhythms of Leopold Bloom to the stolid adulterers of suburban America (Couples, Rabbit Redux, and more spottily The Maples Stories). ‘The City’ is pure Updike: it is both embarrassingly intimate and grandly universal.


The first sentence gives us onset (‘His stomach began to hurt on the airplane, as the engines changed pitch to descend’ – to descend into the city we will never see), and the second sentence gives us the first twitch of denial, or the quest for proximate cause: ‘Carson [Bob Carson, a second-rate computer salesman] at first blamed his pain upon the freeze-dried salted peanuts’, of which, on the plane, he has consumed two whole packets, along with a mid-morning whisky sour.


As he disembarks, Carson vindictively continues to hold the peanuts responsible – the peanuts, the drink, the drone of the plane’s engines, the corpulent elbows on both his armrests, and then, a little later, and more self-pityingly, the tedium of the middle life: ‘showering and shaving in the morning and putting himself into clothes and then, sixteen hours later, taking himself out of them’. In the taxi queue, the first decisive epi-symptom persuades him to skip his appointments and go straight to the hotel: ‘A sudden transparent wave of nausea, like a dip in the flight of the 747...’


The stricken creature wants to seek its bedding; first, though, we have the phantasmagoric biliousness of the hotel, where, as Carson follows the ‘maroon-clad bellhop down the orange-carpeted corridor, not only were the colours nauseating but the planes of wall and floor looked warped, as if the pain that would not break up were transposing him to a set of new coordinates...’ New coordinates, queer perspectives:

For variation, Carson stretched himself out upon the cool bathroom floor, marvelling at the complex, thick-lipped undersides of the porcelain fixtures, and at the distant bright lozenge of foreshortened mirror.


Denial is now diversified by blind faith in resurgence, just as Carson’s identity, too, diversifies and bifurcates: the hastily rescheduled appointments bother him only ‘remotely, for it would all be taken care of by quite another person – his recovered, risen self’. He visits the hotel pharmacy (shocked by a lobby mirror and the image of ‘a thin-limbed man in shirt sleeves, with a pot belly and a colourless mouth tugged down on one side like a dead man’s’), and buys the familiar patented remedy: a bottle of Maalox. ‘The medicine tasted chalky and gritty and gave the pain, after a moment’s hesitation, an extra edge, as of tiny sandy teeth.’ By now habituation is doing what little it can. ‘In the room’s shadowy spaces his pain had become a companion’; ‘he let the afternoon burn down into evening and thought how misery itself becomes a kind of home’.


Gathering the last shreds of his willpower (and wanting to hear a human voice), Carson calls the front desk. A young clerk breezily recommends the emergency clinic at the city hospital. It is the spur meek Carson has been waiting for, because habituation is ready to glissade into capitulation. After a cab ride of ‘surprising’ duration, he reaches the ‘vast and glowing pile’; he expects – he hopes – ‘to surrender the burden of his body utterly, but instead found himself obliged to carry it through a series of fresh efforts – forms to be filled out, proofs to be supplied of his financial fitness to be ill...’


This last phrase, with its sheepish little irony, is the story’s first acknowledgment of the peculiar American barbarism: that is to say, the fatal synergy of public health and private gain. Still, the peculiarity, mentioned again only once, is from here on quietly dramatised. Updike, as a man, accepts the American way; but as an artist he is alive to its deformations. His subliminal mind knows that being ill in America is not like being ill anywhere else. And it can’t be right, can it – that inequality should dog you to your deathbed?


The medical operatives who go on to process Carson show no trace of vocational empathy; they are ‘elusive’ apparitions who give the impression that they have far better things to do and should really be somewhere else entirely – at a dinner party, say, or otherwise immersed in ‘a festive domestic world’ from which Carson has ‘long fallen’. Getting sick invariably involves a demotion of the self; if you’re an American, the demotion is also socio-economic. Carson, after all, is petit-bourgeois (not high-bohemian, like his creator). ‘Slowly Carson dressed again, though the clothes looked, item by item, so shabby as to be hardly his.’ It’s straightforward enough: if you feel poorly in America, then you’re going to feel poor, too.


After a battery of tests, Carson is given a bed in a holding area, with other patients who moan, plead, and retch. ‘Carson was comforted by these evidences that at least he had penetrated into a circle of acknowledged ruin.’ At some point in the night he opens his eyes and a new and grander doctor (another refugee from the beau monde) is gazing down at him:

Carson wished to make social amends but was in a poor position to, flat on his back and nearly naked ... He was very aware that, though the debauched hour and disreputable surroundings had become his own proper habitat, the doctor was healthy and must have a decent home, a family, a routine to return to.

Appendicitis (with one well-understood complication) is triumphantly diagnosed; the godlike sawbones will operate at once; Carson’s ‘promotion in status’ infuses the medical team with a new esprit de corps; ‘on soft swift wheels’ he floats ‘feet first’ into the theatre:

A masked and youthful population was already there, making chatter, having a party. ‘There are so many of you!’ Carson exclaimed; he was immensely happy. His pain had already ceased.

The happiness persists and ramifies, and the second half of ‘The City’ is one of Updike’s odes to communitarian rebirth – rebirth, in the harmonial American setting. Carson’s internal vandal, ‘the burning, undiscourageable demon he had carried’, is tamed by medical science, reduced to ‘cool facts’, and this ‘vindicated Carson. For the sick feel as shamed as the sinful, the fallen’. Further vindication is delivered during a late-night visit from a beautiful nurse, whose ‘queenly smooth black face’ smiles wordlessly down at him; ‘I forgive you, her presence said.’


Rebirth involves regression. The suave surgeon gives him brief tutorials ‘about eating and walking and going to the bathroom – all things that needed to be learned again’. Carson, touchingly, becomes absorbed in a jigsaw he finds in the recreation room. At night he is comforted by unseen presences. ‘Lights always burned; voices always murmured in the hall; this world no more rested than the parental world beyond the sides of a crib.’


Now reality conspires to delight him; and his gratitude is circumambient. ‘A television had been mounted on the wall opposite him and was obedient to a panel of buttons that nestled in his palm’; at night the ‘set became an even warmer and more ingratiating companion, with its dancing colors and fluctuant radiance’. Carson exercises, as he must, hampered at first by the ‘spindly, rattling IV pole’, but he finds that there’s ‘a certain jaunty knack to it’, and his handling of the ‘faithful’ apparatus comes to seem positively ‘debonair’.


By this stage, Carson is haemorrhaging nothing more dangerous than dollars and cents. His nonchalant doctors, always about to ‘take off’ and go somewhere nicer, look in on him – for a price. But Carson is an American, and doesn’t notice. Watch the way his mind wanders even as he draws attention to the twinkly avarice of his carers:

... there materialised a host of specialists in one department of Carson’s anatomy or another, so that he felt huge, like Gulliver pegged down in Lilliput for inspection. All of them payed their calls so casually and pleasantly – just dropping by, as it were – that Carson was amazed, months later, to find each visit listed by date and hour on the sheets of hospital services billed to him in extensive dot-matrix printout – an old Centronics 739 printer, from the look of it.

I am suddenly reminded of a sentence I wrote about Lolita, and the meticulous moral reckoning to which Nabokov subjects Humbert Humbert: ‘As in an American hospital, every tear-stained pillowslip, every scrap of soiled paper tissue, has eventually to be answered for.’


Carson is being rebaptised – purification, regeneration, readmission. His favourite perch is the external staircase:

The raw outdoor air had raked through his still-drugged system like a sweeping rough kiss, early-fall air mixing summer and winter, football and baseball, stiff with chill yet damp and not quite purged of growth.

From the staircase he can glimpse the city that he never saw and will never see again:

The drab housing and assembled rubble that he saw through the grid of the cement barrier, which permitted no broader view, nevertheless seemed to Carson brilliantly real, moist and deep-toned and full. Life, this was life. This was the world.

‘Joycean, you think?’ said Updike, as our meeting drew to an end.


‘In its perfection. Or near-perfection.’


‘Well, nothing’s perfect. A short poem can be perfect, but a short story of any length is soon open to “the natural sins of language”. In Eliot’s phrase.’


I said, ‘You know Nabokov, when he taught, he used to grade the stories they studied. The worst mark he gave was a Z-minus, but Joyce got an A-triple-plus for “The Dead”. He might’ve given you the same for “The City”. He said he loved your prose, isn’t that right?’


‘He did. He signed his little letter “cordially”. It was pretty minimalist, that note. Making me suspect that Nabokov only loved my prose when it was lauding the prose of Nabokov. I’ve been meaning to ask. Have you read Finnegans Wake?’


‘All of it? No. Just the beginning and the end and some bits in between.’


‘Me too. Mm. Surprising. I thought you had about you the air of a man who’s read Finnegans Wake.’


I felt flattered – probably mistakenly. What sort of air would that be, after all? Obsessive, thick-spectacled, onanistic. ‘Nabokov called Ulysses “a noble book”,’ I said. ‘But he called Finnegans Wake “a snore in the other room” ... I can’t get over how cheerful everyone looks. They’re in hospital. And it’s costing them the earth.’


‘When the bill comes – that’s the really painful part. But Americans are all insured. Except of course for the millions who aren’t.’


‘It seems grotesque to me. Paying to be ill.’


He said, ‘Socialised medicine would seem grotesque to us. Not to pay, not to be able to pick and choose, not to have your panoply of discretionary powers – when it’s something as important as life and death. That’d be unAmerican.’


Present-day readers of ‘The City’ will be surprised to see how much smoking gets done in Updike’s hospital. But there was a smoking section in the cafeteria at Mass. General, too, and after some hesitation I asked if we could move into it for ten minutes.


‘While I have a cigarette.’


‘Yes of course,’ he said. Updike welcomed the move to another table: it gave him more sick Americans to look at.


‘This is grotesque too,’ I said. ‘Smoking in hospital. Well, I suppose it’s good for business.’


‘I envy you. I quit.’


Updike quit; but lung cancer is the marathon runner of fatal diseases. It took human beings quite a while to discover that smoking – the metronomic ingestion of mouthfuls of formaldehyde and benzene – was bad for their health. The official declaration came in 1964, when Updike was 31, and already the veteran of many cigarettes (and then many cigars).


‘That woman – see the size of the brace she has to wear? That man in the hat. He’s got a loudspeaker screwed into his throat. The old guy with the... ’


Looking, now, at the yardage of Updike’s books on my shelves, I find it hard to believe that he was ever addicted to anything except the work ethic. Oh, and to life, of course. Those busy eyes of his, the set of the mouth (as if containing, with difficulty, a vast and mysterious euphoria), his turban-shaped hair still forcefully thriving, his hands on the tea tray so much firmer than my own (‘Why don’t I carry that’) – my own, which trembled at the size and vigour of his presence. That day at Mass. General, John Updike was alive.






 Paul Farley
I Remember Waking Up Around The Time Of The Moon Landings

 I remember waking up around the time of the moon landings and flicking a single Sugar Puff from my pillow, and then turning over to find hundreds more where I’d been sick in the night.


I remember being scared of bottle rockets and having my hair washed.


I remember being scared of the credits to The Champions.


I remember we would wake our Dad in the night if we wanted to pee, and he would perch us on the rim of the bath to do it.


I remember being told a flowerbed in the Botanic Gardens had once been a pond, but they’d filled it in, and this being the most mysterious thing in my life for a long time.


I remember dark green seawater sloshing against Roman numerals and dock steps.


I remember the smell of the underground railway.


I remember it teeming down for days.


I remember my uncle who’d been in the navy showing me paperbacks with semi-naked women on the covers, and telling me Kiev in Russia was the worst place he’d ever been.


I remember walking out of shops without my change.


I remember checking mousetraps with a big square torch.

I remember one kid called Philip who threw up watery streams everywhere on the first day of school. I don’t remember ever seeing him again.


I remember the ‘show house’. 


I remember having to wear the woolly boots: these were a pair of pink knitted bootees that hung on ribbons next to Miss Jump’s blackboard, and any boy caught kung fu kicking or raising his feet had to put them on for a day.


I remember graffiti: KILLER CELTIC on a wall in Netherley, TAXI WHORE on the footbridge at Belle Vale Shopping Precinct, LES GROOVES DOGS BOTTIES on the railway at Childwall.


I remember Liverpool: City of Change and Challenge.


I remember lime green sleep in my eyes.


I remember learning to play rounders and my friend Valentine was the back-stop, and after striking the ball I threw the bat into his face three times, and I remember his astonishment.


I remember one of our neighbours, a mechanic, walking past our house one night covered in oil. I said ‘Alright’ but he just ignored me, and the next day I learned that he’d been beaten with a tyre-iron and that blood looks black under streetlight.


I remember ‘The Bump’.


I remember you had to either rub cayenne pepper onto your cock, or take a branding from a pair of metal compasses heated in the gas ring, if you wanted to be in our gang.


I remember one gang punishment was being rubbed all over with Tiger Balm.


I remember fully carpeted backfield dens.


I remember making ‘birds-nests’ out of cut grass.


I remember acorns.


I remember ‘driving’ in burned-out cars.


I remember running up the ramp of the apron at The Abbey and touching the screen, expecting it to be warm, but it was cold.


I remember walking for miles on hot days, down long straight industrial roads out towards the chemical works at Widnes.


I remember keeping watch inside the unlit bonfire. Rival streets would come to steal prime firewood in the night. I remember there being an actual door opening onto a hollow.


I remember learning to smoke and liking the older brands like Senior Service and Player’s because I imagined they connected me with a maritime world that had vanished, even though Consulate and More had the better taste.


I remember going to see ‘the Lights’.


I remember how crabs never survived the journey home in a carrier bag.


I remember if you put your hand in a bird’s nest to check for eggs you had to blow on it afterwards to remove your scent. Otherwise the bird would abandon the nest.


I remember the sound in my head after being punched for the first time was like the test card tone.


I remember kaolin and morphine separated in a bottle under the sink.


I remember the medicine cabinet and the meter cupboard and the bin shed and the airing cupboard.


I remember stories of kids falling into the tanks at the sewage works, and how there was never anything left of them but an eyeball, or a toe.


I remember If I should die before I wake / I pray the Lord my soul to take.


I remember Marco Polo and Bully Forbes and the Black Ball Line.


I remember we lived by the bus terminus, and drivers would send us in for chips or cigarettes, and some girls hung around waiting to be let on at the stand, the doors hissing shut behind them.


I remember being honoured to fetch Chopper his curry, rice and chips.


I remember going for brawn, and the sign in Ernie the Butcher’s: A missing knife is a danger to all.


I remember a lad held a knife to my throat on the 73 for a laugh.


I remember one night in bed realising I was definitely going to die and wondering what nothing would feel like. This was around the same time as realising the universe went on forever.


I remember breaking my arm and getting the bus into town to hospital. After the arm was set, my dad stopped off at a pub. I waited in the doorway, and he came out with lemonade and crisps. It was a struggle to eat crisps with my arm up in a sling.


I remember watching the flats being knocked down, enjoying the thud of the wrecking ball against wallpapered rooms open to the air, and thinking about how flimsy our homes really were.


I remember Saturday teatimes were egg and chips with ‘Sports Report’ and the pools coupons.


I remember Sunday teatimes were Spam and tongue and salad, and ice cream with hundreds-and-thousands.


I remember ‘his eyes are bigger than his belly’.


I remember Sundays in the deserted city centre; Williamson Square in the rain.


I remember the smell of cabbage and a programme called ‘Out of Town’.


I remember a girl called Denise Custard who could tap dance.


I remember Miss Clarkson danced a ‘slowie’ with me on the last night of a trip to North Wales.


I remember some dogs had the run of their streets.


I remember King, a German Shepherd, who had a crumbling spine; Buster, a kind of grey electrified mop head; Bruce, a black Lab, who had a patch of mange in the middle of his back; Sandor, a giant (I think) Newfoundland, who arrived out of nowhere and caused chaos for a few days every summer.


I remember my sister and me called ‘Do You Know the Way to San José?’ the ‘Doggie Song’ when it came on the radio because the backing vocals sounded like barking, to us.


I remember Lewis’s at Easter had real rabbits.


I remember being told the devil lived in the hot valves at the back of the television. I can’t remember who told me this.


I remember my first night in London. It was a shared room in a hostel in Knightsbridge, and somebody had carved I stumbled into town... into the headboard.






 Matthew Leeming
Afghanistan Diary: One Month before 9/11

 10 August 2001 Peshawar

Went to the airport to collect medicine. The agent advised me to be ‘very precautious’. A bribe of $20 was all that was needed to clear the goods.


I had a long conversation with Rezwan and Daud about the Taliban. They alleged that rape and prostitution were rife before the Taliban came along. Now it is safer than New York. Daud said Pinteresquely that the CIA were behind the Taliban and their aim was to keep Afghanistan under sanctions. (Their pro-Taliban position is exactly the same that I read in the London Review of Books, and is no doubt Pakistani propaganda.)


11 August Peshawar

The UN flight to Faisabad was cancelled, but I am now so acclimatised to Asia that I didn’t mind. Rezwan didn’t show up for two hours and I just sat. I have even lost the urge to drink, but this may be because I bought a load of my old nemesis, valium. Later, however, I can only tolerate Rick after a drink, and I am considering ways to dump him  or push him off a mountain. I find I prefer eating dinner alone, and then sleeping the sleep of the drugged.


13 August 

I had forgotten how ghastly trying to do anything on the Indian subcontinent is – like making a phone call or printing out a letter. The letter was to AfghanAid to try and get me a seat on the UNOCHA flight. The mind boggles that anyone could get pleasure out of being in Peshawar. But some people enjoy playing football or disco dancing. Backpackers are masochists. And Rick is a backpacker, down to his repulsive ginger beard. While buying a salwar kameez I had a brilliant idea. I went to UNOCHA clutching my satellite phone, waved a letter on House of Com- mons writing paper and told the boss I was on confidential government business and said that Rick must go a week later and not know the reason why. I felt like Lt Pottinger playing the Great Game. Mr Jirwin entered wholeheartedly into the spirit of the thing and agreed. However, he said smiling, the plane was grounded in Islamabad awaiting a spare part from Denmark, so I went down to the Red Cross and blagged my way onto their free flight. In either case I will lose Rick in Afghanistan, although I will feel a bit guilty if he dies.


Rezwan says that poppy cultivation in Afghanistan has declined because over-cultivation has caused the price to collapse.


I was looking at the product information sheet for the medicines, and discovered that 90% of the medicine is for acne. [I was taking a load of donated medicines to a hospital in Afghanistan which was doing operations without anaesthetics.]


I don’t feel comfortable in my salwar kameez, any more than I do eating with my fingers.


I had a row in Greens about drinking. They are appalled by the quantity I drink and don’t want me do it in the hall where mussulmen can see me. I won the argument yesterday but did not engage in it today. Instead I asked for a teapot and decanted the beer into that. It was the sort of hypocrisy that Muslims appreciate, so there was no further trouble – except that the waiter said accusingly ‘Another bottle’ every time he brought me a new one. I don’t actually want to drink, but I have to in order to deal with Rick. We have nothing to talk about.


16 August Faisabad


The flight almost touched the tops of the mountains as we flew from Kabul to Faisabad. The desert imperceptibly gave rise to outcrops of rocks, then hills, then mountains, until all I could see were mountains, stretching to the horizon and no doubt beyond. There were isolated lakes, some green and some aquamarine. But even in the most inhospitable valleys there were green cultivated patches. A completely unconquerable country. My neighbour said that in winter, covered in snow, the flight is absolutely spectacular. I saw the Panjshir Valley and wondered which of the passes Alexander had taken his troops through.


I met Shone Updike, an old Afghan hand and professional traveller, on the plane. Complete sod. He was wearing wraparound dark glasses and an open-necked shirt showing perfectly coiffed silver chest-hair. He had a rather attractive woman in tow. I said I wanted to go to the Wakhan Corridor, as I knew he was making a film there. He was discouraging. Like the people I met years ago in Herat, he wanted to stop people from going to his patch. He said that Massoud’s writ does not run in the Wakhan – I would probably get ripped off by porters, kidnapped and tortured to death. Only his considerable machismo and negotiating skill in Farsi prevents this from happening to him, apparently – ‘and I had to renegotiate with my guides every morning’. I asked him about the going rate for porters, and he tried to avoid telling me. He kept his wraparound dark glasses on all the time. He ostentatiously spoke French or Farsi whenever he could. After making my flesh creep, he left me sitting in the shade of an abandoned Russian plane and disappeared with an armed guard.


I am writing this at the airfield with two children and a soldier peering over my shoulder – obviously as fascinated by English writing as I am by Persian script. The airfield is scattered with jet engines – presumably the only part of a plane the Afghans can’t salvage.


In the end I sat for four hours at the airport. I passed the time exploring the wrecked tanks and photographing my companions. I inflated my airbed in the shadow of the plane and was quite happy to spend the night there. I was slightly disappointed when two men arrived to collect me on a motorbike. I rode pillion into Faisabad, with all my luggage tied on to me. It convinced me that this was the way to travel. Would Thesiger approve?


18 August


The only thing men do for fun here is take naswar. I asked Shafid, a turbaned old man who speaks some English, and who seems to have some sort of decorative function at the guest-house, what naswar is and he said: ‘It is part of narcotic. When you put it in your mouth, you will become like crazy man.’ He showed me how to cup it in the palm of your hand – and then expertly threw it underneath his raised tongue. It looked like ground tobacco and tasted revolting, but had no effect on me. Shafid said it was no good, and promised me dope (chas) for tonight.


All day, I sat on the terrace overlooking the river and watched life go on. In the morning, boys swam from the beach just below where I was sitting. In the afternoon, an old man collected buckets of water and carried them slowly away, balanced on a pole over his shoulders. Suddenly, there was a huge explosion fairly close by. At about tea time, the cook saw a man on the other side of the river, carrying a basket along the road, and yelled across to him. Ten minutes later he appeared, to sell the cook a load of fishes from his basket. They came speared on green sticks, which were stuck through their filleted bellies and mouths. It looked as if they had leaves sticking out of their arses.


In the evening I talked to the other people in the guest-house and the manager. They said that Faisabad was completely secure – because of its geographical situation and the three gun emplacements. The explosion I had heard was road building.


Daud said that 80% of people were involved in opium cultivation. Each man has enough land to grow $100 of rice or $1,000 of opium – or twice as much if it is cut with chocolate, which is apparently widespread. It is the only cash crop there is. The Taliban are, of course, still growing opium – whatever the UN say. If they didn’t, their economy would collapse, and they could not fund the conflict. But I wondered why Kofi Annan had recently said the Taliban were to be congratulated on eradicating opium production? Daud said that was all propaganda. And in any case, the UN workers did not go outside the towns in Taliban territory. They are too frightened.


But why did Kofi Annan say this? Daud said that Annan knew this was untrue, but it was a prelude to recognising the Taliban diplomatically.


If this happened, the government would fight on – as it had for the last twenty years. They had the support of ordinary people. The Taliban did not. This is demonstrated by the refugees. The Taliban murder people and burn their houses. The government territory is an island of freedom.


He said that the government could win and that there would be a decisive campaign in the next couple of months. The Taliban will be kicked out, just as the Russians were. He said there was an anti-Taliban demon- stration in Kandahar recently. Interesting if true, since Kandahar is their ethnic capital.


There is a Tajik staying here who is a middleman, bringing oil, soap, sugar and cement across the border at Ishkashim. I lent him my phone to call his wife, but the number he had was wrong.


The worst thing about travelling is the food. I am always hungry, but the food is disgusting. It was the same at my prep school. I developed a huge craving for sugar, and fantasised about stuffing my mouth with fudge. Today they tried soup, which was the water that the mutton had been boiled in. Large pools of grease on top. The conversation was dull. Probably because everyone felt they had to speak English. We ended by all staring at the food. One man here has been up the Wakhan twice with Médecins Sans Frontières, and he knows a number of guides who could take me there. I said that Shone on his travels in the Wakhan had created a whole media cult of personality. He snorted. I also told him that Shone had tried to put the frighteners on me and he laughed.


Later in the evening, they gave me a polite brush-off, saying, ‘If you want to go over there and write, please do’.


There is no proper telephone system, which gives an agreeable feeling of isolation. I heard the Tajik trying to make a phone call by turning a handle on the phone outside my room.


Saturday

The dope I smoked last night did not agree with me. I spent a disturbed night. I was then charged $200 for a car to Khawja Bahauddin.


We drove along the Kokcha river, finally crossing it at Pul I Begum, where the bridge is being reconstructed. I got out and walked down to the edge of the river valley. Everyone started shouting at me. It turned out the area was mined. I asked how deep the river was. It was fast flowing, confined in a narrow stone gorge. The engineer said 30 metres. I never know whether to believe what I am told here. After we crossed the Kokcha, the landscape changed. Before, the hills were rounded, cut by dry stream beds. After, it became rockier – the rounded hills broken by stratified rock outcrops that became whole jagged ranges. The car broke down again in the evening. I sat in a field as everything became suffused in a dusty haze.


Sunday Rustaq, Takhar province

After dusk, we stopped at a chai khana at Rustaq and I was accosted by a boy who spoke excellent English. He was called Nauser. He invited me to spend the night at his house. We sat in a room upstairs with five other men, all either obscure relatives or people he had just picked up. He was a really nice, clever boy, with absolutely no prospects in Afghanistan. I thought of adopting him and taking him and his family back to England, or giving them all my money. Or at least $1,000 of it.


One of the guests spoke some English. I asked him what he did. ‘I am liar,’ he said, proudly.


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘I graduated from law faculty at Kabul.’ He had much the same ambitions for improving himself through education as a westerner. I suppose I tend to sympathise with such middle-class people more than some of the other lunatics I’ve met here. I was sitting cross legged and clumsily knocked the chai over and cursed myself. But they all said: No, it’s good luck.


The only entertainment, apart from me, was a tiny TV – powered by a car battery and showing a Tajik soap opera, which none of them could understand. Suddenly there was a kiss. Nauser called to others in the next room. They rushed in and there was complete quiet until it was over.


We spoke of Ai Khanoum, the ancient Greek city about 30 miles away. It is almost certainly the Alexandria-on-the-Oxus of Arrian. Everyone was full of the fortunes that had been made there by the amateur excavations. Back in Oxford, Robin Lane Fox, the ancient historian, had told me about the excavations with anguish. A lot of French people had come out to buy antiquities. Two years ago, the entire local population was digging, looking especially for glass decorated with gold. Apparently, one such glass was sold for $80,000. There is no digging now because of the war. Although Massoud disapproved, the authorities were implicated: the boss of the whole thing was a local bureaucrat named Mamoor Hassan. He sent soldiers and his relatives along to dig. It may be possible to buy things in Khawja Bahauddin bazaar, but the best thing is to deal with Mamoor Hassan directly. I resolved to go and see him.


It is also possible to buy carpets in Khawja bazaar. There are bargains there. The population is so desperate they are selling off every scrap they can.


There are also people panning for gold at Ai Khanoum, where the Kokcha joins the Oxus. People use grain-threshing bowls to pan. Or, amazingly, cow skins – so the gold gets stuck to the hairs. I told them about the Golden Fleece. They said that, yes, fleeces were sometimes used. They did not know how much a gold panner made, but they were sure it was a lot. I was gripped. Surely there must be a way of making a pump and centrifuge that would do this automatically? I could spend a few months there and retire on the proceeds.


I asked about religion. Does anyone in Afghanistan not believe in God?

 ‘No, we all trust in God.’ 

Why? 

‘I see sun and moon and water and seasons and night and day.’

 Evolution?

He had to write the word down and look it up in his dictionary. I tried to explain.

‘But eyes, ears and nose is created by God.’

I tried to establish what the Farsi word for evolution meant. How do you use it?

‘We never use it.’

His mind jibbed at the notion we might be descended from monkeys.

‘No, no. God created monkeys and men separately.’

We talked about Christianity. I said Christians believed Jesus was both God and man. He was appalled.

‘You cannot see the great God. He does not eat or drink.’

He had a point. But the conversation did not go very far. I could not explain genes – probably because I do not understand them myself.


Sunday Khawja Bahauddin


The car from Faisabad broke down three times, but I sat by the side of the road reading Anna Karenina. Several Afghans commented favourably on the portrait on the front of the Penguin edition. But Thesiger is right. There is no point in travelling in a car.


Went to the government guest-house. Gary Bowersox, a gem hunter whose 30th annual trip to the country this is, and a film crew are staying. All charming. We discussed opium production with Asim. He said it was inconceivable that the Taliban had eradicated opium production. When he worked for the Food & Agricultural Organisation, people made up reports – once even claiming to have surveyed the fields round Kabul the day a battle was raging. Production had decreased by 10% or so (he had the figures) – but this was only because they had massive supplies of the stuff in Kandahar. Since the ‘international community’ is obsessed with opium, the Taliban have learned to say what it wants to hear.


Khawja Bahauddin was a small village – until the end of last year, when Massoud had to evacuate Taloqan after a ferocious Taliban advance. The new town, all built in the last nine months, is planned on a rather grand scale – a large central square with boulevards leading off it. Rather like Paris or Washington, in fact.


Most of the buildings are made from mud brick. The soil is very hard, like semi-fired clay. When it is ground up and mixed with water, it forms a solid that is almost a rock. It made me realise how quickly Alexander could have erected his cities in this part of the world. In Afghanistan alone, he founded nine in the three years that he was campaigning here. Only two of which have been found. The builders have obviously plundered Ai Khanoum for decorative effects – Doric and Corinthian capitals mark the centre of traffic islands all over the town. Where did the marble come from?


I wanted to go to Ai Khanoum, but Asim forbade me. There is fighting at the front line, but the front line is fluid. Each side can gain and lose 20 km per battle, sometimes bringing Khawja Bahauddin into range. Their artillery can shell 12 km; their rockets 21. I can hear the guns, but they are not frightening – just noises off. The odds of being hit are remote.


I went to visit the clinic to deliver the drugs. By chance they were going to their field hospital in the next town. I went with them. We passed about 50 tanks drawn up in a camp. I caught my first glimpse of the Oxus and the mountain of Ai Khanoum that I had come all this way to see.


Monday

The noises off are louder. Apparently there is an offensive under way. During the morning, Massoud’s forces captured nine Taliban positions.


With official blessing now, I went off to visit Ai Khanoum. My plans for carpet and jewel businesses have evaporated – because of already existing efficient markets. Now I am more interested in the opportunities for profit with Mamoor Hassan – notorious everywhere for being behind the sale of looted antiquities. My shady guide found him and we sat in the garden by a dirty stream with a defunct water-wheel. His servants sliced up several large melons which I ate greedily. The noise of gunfire was very close now, and our meeting was cut short by news that a rocket had hit the local bazaar. He told me to come back in a week or two and he would have a beauty parade of antiquities.


I visited the hospital. A whole family occupied one ward – actually a small bedroom. The husband had a broken leg. Their one-year-old child had a shell wound in its back which luckily had not penetrated the chest. The mother had a broken arm. In other rooms, there were cases of appendicitis and cerebral malaria. Each patient had a family member with them, fanning them or cooking. Médecins Sans Frontières and the Red Cross had promised help, but it did not materialise. I nearly cried – or did I just want to as evidence of compassion? I promised things, but experience had made them sceptical.


We drove in a hot jeep. The flood plain of the Oxus is extremely fertile, a wide green valley of trees and crops. One of the doctors said it used to be a ‘forest’ until the refugees cut it down for firewood. The floor of the valley is 50 feet below the level of the mud plain on which the city is built, and falls away in sheer cliffs, cut in places by V-shaped fissures. It reminded me of the Nile valley, but with the demarcation even more marked.


I heard Gary on the phone to Tajikistan trying to get on a flight. ‘Of course it’s possible! Everything’s possible!’ he shouted. Yes, I said, that’s what travelling has taught me in business – it’s possible if you’re pushy. ‘And pay,’ added Gary.


He said that he had met a man in New York who had financed an excavation at Ghazni, which had found part of a head of Alexander. It is now with the NYPD – undergoing reconstruction by the people who reconstruct the heads of rotted murder victims. Were it genuine, it would be the only life portrait of him in the world.


Jerm


Gary described Jerm as a Shangri La (bit of a cliché in this part of the world). Its setting is good – a fertile strip contrasting with the arid hills, which is quite typical of Afghanistan. But my idea of Shangri La is the Mamounia – a luxury hotel in Marrakesh. I felt rather depressed, not having taken pills yesterday. But I got up at 6.30 and had chai. Outside it was bitterly cold and everyone was wrapped in their patous. Then the sun rapidly warmed the air. Sunlight descended the mountains opposite and people discarded them. The patou is really perfectly designed for the climate.


The car worked after a mere half hour tinkering with the oil pump. We set off, retracing our journey of two days ago, along the glacial valley. We stopped at a truly picturesque chai khana that Qhudai had spoken about. We were shaded by a mulberry tree and the carpet was edged by an irrigation canal and a flower bed. We ate Badakhshani melons, which are famous. I imagine that comparing one’s beloved’s breasts to the melons of Badakhshan is a trope of Persian poetry.


We spent the night at what Qhudai described as a hotel, though I wouldn’t. After dinner, everyone except Qhudai prostrated themselves in prayer. One continued his devotions longer than others. Did the others snigger? Qhudai is an individualist in a sea of conformism. I felt alienated and depressed, and wished I was back in Oxford. Hall would have just begun – and afterwards I could go and get drunk.


After dinner, I talked to a carpet dealer. For one large kilim, he would pay 40 million Afghanis in Mazar; get 70 million in Faisabad; and 4,000 rupees in Peshawar. He paid a levy at the roadblock on the front line, and from time to time at other places. The prices in Faisabad fluctuated to take account of changing power on the ground.


Several hours before we stopped at Jangal, we encountered an enormous and completely flat plain. On all sides were mountains of a size I had not yet seen in Afghanistan. Gary said we were near Ishkashim, and this was the beginning of the Wakhan Corridor through the Pamirs, the original ‘Roof of the World’. I said: ‘This is what I came to see, and I’m not disappointed.’ We had lunch at Baharak – a disgusting, smelly, noisy town.


20 August Khawja Bahauddin


I returned from Ai Khanoum to find that Gary wished to return to Faisabad to take the UN flight to Peshawar. I wanted to travel with him and take up his kind offer of inheriting his guide – who seemed excellent. We drove over the extraordinary country I had already noticed on the way down. Gary, who had been in Vietnam, said, ‘Good country for tanks’. At the top, I saw one of the sights I had come all this way to see – the hills of the Tajik border, the Oxus S-bending and glinting in the evening sun, the mountain of Ai Khanoum. We were driving through a village when two boys, one carrying a rifle, tried to flag us down. The driver ignored him and we sped past.


Then I heard two shots fired. ‘Oh shit,’ I said.


The driver slewed to a halt and reversed. Qhudai leapt out and started assaulting them. It was their way of requesting that we stop.


In Faisabad, we learned the Taliban had forbidden all flights to their territory from then going on to Faisabad – because of the fighting I had heard in Khawja Bahauddin. The government had reciprocated by banning all flights. Gary was unfazed – this is his thirty-first year in Afghanistan.


The drive degenerated. Much of the route was either under water, or was itself a river valley. Because we were travelling at the end of the day, the river – fed by melting glaciers that freeze at night – was at its strongest. The driver was subnormal and invariably took the wrong route. The path usually followed the cliff edge. And the boy – one of the worst jobs in the world – ran in front of us along the ledges in bare feet, testing our way when it was underwater. Then disaster. He turned right when he should have turned left in the river. The front right-hand wheel disappeared down a pothole. Water flooded through the passenger door. Soon Gary’s legs were under water. Qhudai showed great presence of mind by immediately leaping out. I, rather heroically I thought, balanced on the running board, leaning outwards to counterbalance as if I were crewing a sailing boat.


An hour later, as light was failing, the engine stopped – as we were driving through a fair-sized waterfall. The driver had driven straight for a boulder. The flow of the river was immense and there seemed a genuine risk that the water would tip us over. For the first time since I had met him, Gary seemed alarmed and told me to get out quick. Getting to the bank was a trial. Amazingly (and this is the sort of thing that is an unacknowledged argument for the existence of God) there was a chai khana 50 yards away and a pickup arrived. I sat shivering on the bank, watching the driver attach our jeep to a pathetic piece of nylon cord, which of course snapped as soon as he started to pull. By this time, a large crowd from the chai khana had gathered to watch our driver’s display of incompetence.


21 August

A truly terrible day. After the disasters of yesterday, Gary set off early on a horse. ‘See you in London!’ I shouted. ‘We’ll have a slap-up lunch at the Savoy Grill.’ Jangal is a collection of chai khanas that are part stone and part plastic. Not a romantic place, and in the early morning sunlight, surrounded by scree-covered mountains, it was a desolate one. As we drove off, I saw that the valley was littered with the skeletons and bodies of animals. There was one horse with its mouth set in a grinning rictus and a large hole in its stomach.


Disaster at 11.45. We had hired a car. The driver, for no apparent reason, turned the engine off, opened the bonnet and removed the rotor arm. Qhudai said that it would not take long. I decided to walk on and let the car catch up. I walked along, thinking how right Thesiger was to insist on travel by foot and horse. Travelling by car is like watching a time-lapse film of a flower opening. Inside the metal box, you are an intruder, not a participant, in the landscape. And the slow progress was what helped make Thesiger a great photographer. In a car, a photo requires a lightning decision and a thump on the driver’s back. On foot, the decision can be made more slowly and correctly.


After half an hour I turned round. The driver was not able to reassemble the rotor arm. Mending cars is a male status thing, as it is on council estates in England. Over the next three hours, virtually all the engine components were removed using their minimalist tool kit. Whenever I sidled up, they grinned encouragingly and said ‘Ten minutes’. At 4.30, I insisted that the driver walk to the next village, described as one hour’s walk, to get transport. The sun went down at 6.30 and the air chilled rapidly. We sat in the car shivering. At 8.30 I announced I was going to sleep in the road because I had no confidence in the driver.


My air bed was now punctured. The wind from the Pamirs cut through the sleeping bag and sounded as if I were in a jet. At 12.30 – thirteen hours after the breakdown – I was woken by a huge lorry. The door handle was higher than my head. I sat in the cab until, a mere ten minutes later, one of the lorry men mended the engine. It then took a further two hours to drive to the village (I had been told it took fifteen minutes) where we poked our heads into various full chai khanas. Eventually we found one that I collapsed in at 3.15, to have a series of bizarre nightmares.


23 August Road to lapis mines

The valley is beautiful. It is harvest time and there are threshing floors in every village. The road to the Anjuman pass is lovely. The river is aquamarine and rapids most of the way. I could imagine why the hippies came.


I was woken at 5 a.m. in the chai khana by the sound of Qhudai wanking furiously next to me. Is this normal in Afghanistan? He hasn’t seen his wife for five weeks. But what did he do with the residue?


The mines were disappointing. It takes four hours to climb up. The tunnel of the No 1 mine goes in 100 metres and has been worked for 7,000 years. We know that because lapis has been found in graves that old. The patch up to the mine is littered with poor-quality light coloured lapis. But I liked the white, porcellaneous rock, similar to that used in the Taj Mahal. People had made decorative walls with river-worn rocks. Qhudai said you can buy it in the Namak Bazaar in Peshawar. I thought of doing a bathroom in it. Qhudai said that it was impossible to extract it commercially here because the Pakistanis forbade the import of any machinery – their policy is to reduce Afghanistan to the Stone Age.


The afternoon’s journey was beautiful. I took advantage of a puncture to walk ahead and rounded a cliff to see the valley of Skarzeh 1,000 feet below me. It was astonishingly fertile. The river had split into a number of smaller streams and the resulting islands were covered in small bushes. It looked African. We are getting into Panjshir country, having crossed the Anjuman pass.


We spent the night in a squalid chai khana. I was writing my diary and as usual men came to peer over my shoulder, as if I were a particularly gifted chimpanzee or a small child in a special school. One wrote his name in English characters. I asked how he learned to do this. ‘I spent two years training to be a doctor in Kabul. Now I’m an assistant driver.’ He laughed and counted to ten. Then he wrote the English alphabet in my diary. I began to get fed up with him.


Another man came up and wrote in my diary Delphic aphorisms. Truisms and clichés seem universal, but some of them I had never heard:


Do good and have good 

No knowledge without college 

Better alone than evil company


The muezzin started and a boy produced his English textbook. It had been published in Qetta in 1910. It included one of Fitzgerald’s translations of Omar Khayyam. I read it, wishing that I had brought a book of poetry. There was also an utterly pointless Mullah Nasruddin story.


I said: ‘What do you think of the Taliban?’ ‘I don’t remember,’ he replied diplomatically, to the laughter of the crowd.


Qhudai prayed tonight. The driver was conspicuously devout and banged his head on the ground. They looked as if they were doing yoga. I tried to get a photograph of one praying with the crescent moon over the mountains behind.


The Anjuman streams are apparently becoming dirty as the glaciers melt. Ten years ago they were clear.


Saturday

I woke up completely covered with bright red bites from bed bugs. My left leg looks like an illustration from a textbook of tropical diseases. I fear my sleeping bag is infested and will have to be dumped. I did not complain to the management because I was anxious to leave and avoid the company of the ex-doctor who had pestered me for medicine. In the end, I had got so exasperated I gave him two antidepressants. An hour later he was complaining of vague but alarming symptoms. He wanted a sample of what he had eaten to take to the hospital. I felt guilty. It might cause difficulties for me if he died in the night. I gave him some laxative pills and went to sleep giggling at my own cleverness, like Mr Toad.


Sunday Panjshir

The day was spent in a car. We left early. It’s a long journey to Bazarak. We spent the morning ascending the Anjuman pass – following the river upwards until it became a stream, still the same beautiful aquamarine, with waterfalls whitened like ice.


The pass was spectacular. To get a better view, I joined the boys riding shotgun, like presidential bodyguards, on the running boards, leaping on and off to push and plant stones under the wheels when we got stuck. At the top I took a picture of the lake, the road winding up to it, and on either side ragged ranges stretching away.


I had the usual futile conversation with the boys. Could they come and visit and live with me in England? No, I said firmly, it was illegal. Was I married? Why not? Was it true that in England men could go with men? Yes, I said, and with animals too. One boy said he had seen women with women on Tajik TV, which is obviously the sort of corruption the Taliban are out to stop. Quite right. Tajik TV is the source of all the lubricious excitement available here.


Then we got on to religion and evolution, which offended them so much I had to get back in the car. The only novelty was that one boy said, ‘Why does it say In God We Trust on American coins?’ triumphantly, as if he had discovered a previously unacknowledged argument for the existence of God. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Something to do with the Freemasons, probably.’


After the pass, we joined the Parian valley. There was a petrol dump for Massoud’s tanks. Beyond that, a pile of what Qhudai said were Scud missiles, which I photographed for MI6. No one seemed to mind. The Russians only made it up this far once. It was harvest time and the grass was being scythed and laid on the ground in abstract patterns. It was then stored as hay on the roofs of the houses, adding another green-brown storey.


Monday

We arrived late last night at the government guest-house. The driver had wanted to stop in his village, Khenj, the source of emeralds.


Emeralds were discovered there before the Russian war, when a man walking had found one on the ground. I asked who owned the mines. They belonged to the village. What happens, I asked, if new people move into the village: do they get a share? People don’t move. It was very prosperous. But Qhudai had excited me with descriptions of the government guest-house.


‘There are baths.’

 ‘But is there hot water?’ I asked. 

‘Maybe.’

 I knew that meant ‘no’.


We stopped in the dark to buy grapes. The night was very hot and the shop was brightly lit with pressure lamps. I suddenly remembered why I had come.


There were no lights on at the guest-house. I wondered if there was anyone there. Qhudai disappeared for a long time, then reappeared with a tall old man who held a pressure lantern emitting harsh white light. I was led inside and into a bedroom with its own bathroom.


It had been decorated in the Harrods/Abu Dhabi style. Chandeliers made of scalloped glass, smoky mirrors, Rococo chairs upholstered in rose patterned damask. Only the rugs were beautiful. But it was an improvement on the chai khana at Skarzeh.


I was woken by a shrieking sound like a motorcycle accelerating very fast, but getting no further away. It was a few minutes before I realised that it was the sound of a helicopter starting up. The guest house was opposite the main landing strip for the Panjshir. They are expecting President Rabbani here today. I went down to the guardhouse by the bridge, which leads to the airstrip. There was a small crowd of people holding hands, embracing and kissing foreheads. It could have been an English airport scene, except they were all men and presumably were flying off to battle.

The Panjshir is a sponger’s paradise. I walked down to the next village and was invited to join five men eating grapes beside a stream, and then for tea in a mulberry orchard. There was an old man with a strangely high-pitched voice and lots of children. Although he was 80, the children did not respect him. The grass was cropped close as a lawn by the livestock. There was a cock fight. Three men of working age were sitting there, and I wondered why they were not harvesting. Probably the women were doing it. But it is an extraordinarily agreeable life sitting under a mulberry tree in a warm climate.


There are exoskeletons of tanks and other detritus of war – like Normandy after D Day. One tank formed the foundation of a house. Another had been incorporated into a wall. Children climbed all over them and crops grew round them. Shell cases had been used as endings for beams.


I did see a few unveiled women, but one old crone quickly turned her back on me as if I had exposed myself to her. On the whole, I felt like a convicted child abuser let out on a council estate.


Monday 27 August

A few days ago, when I took a picture of a child in a chai khana, a man complained to Qhudai that I had also photographed a woman in the background. Qhudai told him not to be ridiculous, but he said 30% of people (men, presumably) in Badakhshan would welcome an austere Taliban government. He told me he had seen a copy of Gary’s book in Kabul with all the pictures of human beings cut out. The Taliban are now talking about destroying the mosque at Mazar because it is a Shiite shrine.


In the afternoon, I walked the other way up the valley. Each village was more picturesque than the last. It struck me that Alexander would have seemed no different from the Russians or Ghengiz Khan to the inhabitants of villages like this. The children kept coming up and extending hands blackened with filth. They seemed to have no fear of strangers.


The guest-house is kept by Massoud’s uncle. It is built on the site of a house belonging to the king’s secretary. There is a spring above and some ornamental trees that survived the war. Guns boomed upstream, which is odd, as the frontline is downstream. Qhudai said that he had been woken by a burst of Kalashnikov fire during the night.


Qhudai is in the thick of a family row about a legitimised rape or marriage. This has been resolved, apparently, by his seventeen-year-old cousin being ‘given’ (his word) to his 34-year-old brother as a bride. The girl had no say in this.


I wish Qhudai’s village didn’t look so suburban to my eyes. All it needs is a garden gnome. I saw one or two children with completely English features. There is obviously a gene here that has given rise to the Alexander myth.


I sat by the waterfall for an hour or so, while Qhudai joined a family conference. He sent down tea, then white mulberries that looked like maggots. I got very bored and watched small boys throwing stones at animals.


As the sun went down, I thought with self-pity of a hot bath and a strong drink. We walked up to the top of the village and Qhudai talked about the Russian war, in which he had been a mujahid.


‘At the beginning of the war we had no arms, just guns [sounded like muskets] and we made mines. We came down at night and set them for the tanks. The shuravi [Russians] came up the main valley many times with 20,000 men, helicopters and jets. The whole village went up the mountain side and hid in a cave that goes back 10 metres. At night we came down to collect water and also went down to the valley with RPGs [Rocket Propelled Grenades]. I killed three shuravi here with my Kalashnikov and then [laughing] two of Hekmatyar’s men in Kabul.’


I spent the night at the village schoolmaster’s house. I had to leave the house several times in the night because of incipient dysentery – contracted, according to Qhudai, through eating unwashed grapes, which means that I ingested chemicals. The living quarters were above the animals and smelt strange. They were paranoid about me seeing any of their women. I successfully ingratiated myself with the family by letting them use my satellite phone to call a member of their family in Tehran. There was a lot of excitement and I even saw a couple of females peeping round the door. Normally they had to go to Kabul to use a telephone.


Qhudai stayed in his village to discuss preparations for his brother’s forthcoming rape of his cousin.


Back at the guest-house, I found the staff glued to a Pakistani singing competition that was really a beauty parade. The only criterion for watching TV – an exclusively male activity – is whether there are any pretty girls in it. ‘Are you married?’ asked the boss. ‘You have friend?’ I began wondering whether they would buy pornography. Are there Pakistani porn mags? There may be a business opportunity here.


As we drove to Kenji, we passed a donkey caravan. I stared stupidly at the beardless man on the lead donkey, a blue scarf wrapped casually round his head. We had passed before I realised he was a westerner, no doubt a travel writer, exquisitely and sensitively responding to his surroundings, while I was cooped up in a car. We arrived in Kenji and immediately had a huge row with the driver about money. I was sitting on the stoop of a shop when someone quite deliberately flicked water over me from an upstairs bathroom. We moved to the chai khana, where the row continued with a silent, though appreciative, audience.


Qhudai said he met a man who had been on the hijacked Ariane airliner. The man had claimed asylum in England, but elected to return to Afghanistan because he couldn’t stand the sight of all the unveiled women in England.


‘The best travellers are illiterate and do not bore us with their reminiscences.’ (Chatwin) Found Shakespeare’s biography of him. People who lie seem to get more fame than those who don’t. Chatwin and van der Post became celebrities, yet Thesiger was unknown for years.


Had a terrifying experience of dehydration when my mind packed up and I could not hold a thought for longer than half a second. The dysentery continues. There is a girl here who has had it for three weeks. Other backpackers and students come and go.


I hate travelling.






 Christopher Reid
Two Poems

 
Late

Late home one night, I found

she was not yet home herself.

So I got into bed and waited

under my blanket mound,

until I heard her come in

and hurry upstairs.

My back was to the door.

Without turning round,

I greeted her, but my voice

made only a hollow, parched-throated

k-, k-, k- sound,

which I could not convert into words

and which, anyway, lacked

the force to carry.

Nonplussed, but not distraught,

I listened to her undress,

then sidle along the far side

of our bed and lift the covers.

Of course, I’d forgotten she’d died.

Adjusting my arm for the usual

cuddle and caress,

I felt mattress and bedboards

welcome her weight

as she rolled and settled towards me,

but, before I caught her,

it was already too late

and she’d wisped clean away.






Lucinda's Way

Having had the good fortune to live in the roman fleuve

of your life, my darling,

playing no small part, but – that’s not my name on the cover –

second always to you, the dashing heroine,

I have hesitated, havered too long, to compose

this necessary footnote.

You would have understood why.

I write now in the cumbersome

retrospective mood;

you lived in the present-future,

a tense of your own invention.

The text hurtled along. There was no time for revision.

Unpublished, a dozen different, variant manuscripts,

distributed among friends, who refer to them frequently.

My own copy is in front of me this minute.

This way and that, I turn the exhilarating pages.

Exhilarating and sad.

Did anyone ever match your appetite

for plans and projects,

for doing two or three things at the same time?

You watched bad television, had me massage your neck, and sewed

lavishly beautiful patchwork quilts.

When that quack put you on a punishing diet,

you pedalled a borrowed exercise-bicycle

for however many static miles a day

and learned Italian from a book supported on the handlebars.

Your breakfast reading was a gardening encyclopaedia

which took up half the table;

you absorbed the Linnaean taxonomy along with your grapefruit and coffee.

Two or three things at the same time.

Can’t you now somehow contrive

to be both dead and alive?








 Prue Leith
Writing a Memoir

 I sold my restaurants, cookery school and catering business almost twenty years ago. For the last fifteen I’ve been writing novels, more or less successfully. But Leith’s Cookery Bible still sells better than any of them. Reputations are hard to lose.


So when my publishers suggested an autobiography, I thought I might be able to lay a few ghosts. I could swank about my past directorships (and here comes the swank) of British Rail, Safeway, Whitbread, Woollies, the Halifax. And of my chairmanships: of the Restaurateurs’ Association, the Royal Society of Arts, the School Food Trust, 3E’s (a company successfully turning round failing state schools) and a handful of charities I’d helped found. I could bang on about the things I care about and have given time to, like women in business, food in education, cross-cultural adoption (I have a Cambodian daughter), public art, all sorts.


It didn’t work. My ed said there was too much ‘Prue on her soap box’. What they wanted was more ‘digging deep’ into angst, more personal stuff (i.e. more love and sex).


And more food.


So I chopped out the business and charity stuff and the proselytising. And in the process managed to look like a sexpot in church warden’s clothing, while doing nothing to diminish my reputation as a dedicated foodie. Tabloid reviews tend to translate a couple of funny stories about a louche Paris party, the odd spliff and a passing acquaintance with the Beatles as a Rackety Life of Drugs, Sex and Rock and Roll. There were, I admit, a couple of very frank chapters covering two great love affairs of my life. Not for nothing does my brother call me Mersey Mouth.


My son, who had approved the whole book before publication, was nonetheless upset at the extent of the salacious coverage in the papers, and took me to task for being so open. We had an early morning spat on the subject, and I felt bad all day. He returned that evening with a big present for me. ‘Ah,’ I thought, ‘poor chap, he’s sorry for this morning, he’s brought me an olive branch.’ I opened the package. Inside was a megaphone.


The truth is I did not think it worth writing a memoir if I was not going to tell the truth. But I did send relevant chapters to anyone who featured in it and made any deletions or changes they asked for. Nonetheless I managed to upset some people, and I am still not sure if writing an autobiography is a wise thing to do. I guess the difficult question is: Why are you doing it? If you were a famous general you could tell yourself it will form an important footnote to history; if you were an abused child who went on to be a high court judge, it might be part of your mission to right the world; if you were a minor celeb you might do it for the profile or the money.


I have none of these excuses. I simply wanted to tell my story, I have no idea why unless it was in the hope that what I had to say about life, love and the rest would interest and intrigue. Possibly it was just an ego-trip, an excuse to devote 300 pages and a year of my life to myself.


But then, all writing is a kind of vanity. And I had to write something. I was getting that familiar itch when one book is delivered and the next not started.


Writing is an incurable disease. I don’t feel easy if I am not writing. It doesn’t matter if it’s a business report, a piece of journalism, fiction, or even a very bad poem. The energy required is the same and all will calm the itch. So when my editor suggested a memoir, with the carrot that if it sold well, it would stimulate novel sales, I thought, why not?


There seems to me a crucial difference between a memoir and an autobiography. The later implies a whole life, an historical record, and ought to be accurate. But a memoir lets you leave out the boring bits. And you can stick to your memory of events – after all it is your memoir – without researching deeply for the verifiable truth. I once worked as clerk to a judge and he told me that if two witnesses’ stories were perfectly aligned, they were certainly lying: no two people’s memories concur. I find this very comforting.






 Frances Stonor Saunders
The Scandal of the Swiss Slave-Children

 Once upon a time, in a land of open fields and rolling hills with cows who gave their milk to make cheese and chocolate, there lived a little boy named Pauli. Pauli had no parents, so he stayed with Mr and Mrs Wäfler.


Mr and Mrs Wäfler didn’t give Pauli much to eat, so for breakfast he had to scoop up grain and muck from the feedbowl in the chicken coop. Mr and Mrs Wäfler thought it would be a good thing if Pauli earned his keep by working. Pauli had to carry a lot of wood, first into the woodstack, and then into the kitchen. In winter time, he was very cold, and the tops of his fingers went green then black with frostbite. One day, he could no longer carry the wood. Pauli was scared of Mr Wäfler, so he hid in the woodstack all that day.


In the evening, after Mr and Mrs Wäfler had eaten their dinner, Mr Wäfler came to find him. He brought him into the house, and there he beat him and beat him and beat him. Blood came out of little Pauli and fell on the kitchen floor, and all over the place, including next to his bed. That night, Pauli was very sore and very sad, so he died.


* * *


Bern, Switzerland. December 1944. When five-year-old Paul Gebhard Zürcher, also known as Pauli, was laid out on the table in the coroner’s office, he weighed just twenty-six pounds. Pinched, pressed, hollow between the ribs, the cadaver presented a geography of misuse. It was covered in weals, red tracks which criss-crossed older injuries, mature bruises, deep blue-black inky stains. The fingertips were swollen and black. Some had disappeared altogether, eroded by frostbite. One eye was black and blue, and swollen tight. There was a large abscess in the neck, consistent with advanced tuberculosis. The medical student assigned to Pauli’s case concluded that the cause of death was internal bleeding. There being no parents or traceable relatives to claim the body, it was taken, dressed in a rough sack, for burial in an unmarked pauper’s grave in a cemetry on the outskirts of Bern.


The findings of the coroner’s office were handed over to the police, whose investigation of the case of Paul Gebhard Zürcher revealed that the boy, an orphan, had been lodged in a children’s home near Bern with his two-year-old brother. Being considered old enough to work, he had been classified by the local authorities as a Verdingkind, or ‘earning child’. Under the terms of a medieval practice not abandoned in Switzerland until the early 1950s, communes (the administrative units into which all cantons are divided) unburdened themselves of poor children in their charge by depositing them with individuals or families who received, in return, a small payment and the labour of the child. Early in 1944, Pauli had been picked from the orphanage by a farmer named Wäfler, who scratched out an existence on a smallholding in Labholz, near the village of Kandersteg.


Forty miles south-east of the city of Bern (the capital of the canton, and of the Swiss Confederation), Kandersteg today is archetypal chocolate box Switzerland. But you can’t eat a landscape. Fifty years ago, this picturesque idyll was Paul Zürcher’s hell. Put to work in the fields by Wäfler and his young wife, Pauli’s life was worth less than the wood he was made to haul. The Wäflers gave him hardly any food, which is why the child had taken to eating chicken feed. Malnutrition, the cruel winter of that year, and that last, savage beating did for him.


When he discovered the dead body next morning, Mr. Wäfler telephoned the local doctor, who told him to bring the corpse into Kandersteg. Seeing the appalling state of the little body, the doctor arranged for it to be taken to the coroner’s office in Bern. A few days later, the coroner, accompanied by a policeman, visited the farm in Labholz. In his statement, Wäfler said that he had often beaten the boy. This was ‘no more than what was needed under the circumstances as he was difficult and unruly’. Furthermore, the boy was obviously ‘not all there’, otherwise he wouldn’t have eaten chicken fodder. Mrs. Wäfler had noticed the abscess in Pauli’s neck, and had treated it ‘by tying a handkerchief around it’. The farmer said he had been unable to call a doctor because his grandmother had died and he didn’t have time.


More than fifty years later, Switzerland still does not have time for Paul Gebhard Zürcher, or for the thousands of other Verdingkinder who, like him, were sold into labour all over the country. They are the missing children, social discards who have been forgotten by time, ignored by history.


* * *


In 1837, a protestant pastor from Freiburg, Jeremias Gotthelf, published a three-volume work under the title Bauernspiegel (A Reflection on Poverty). This was the first (and, to date, the last) comprehensive survey of the plight of Switzerland’s Verdingkinder. In the course of his research, Gotthelf had attended the Verdinggemeinde, at which poor children were auctioned off by the commune. Comparing these sales to the slave markets of New Orleans, Gotthelf described how the commune authorities would open the proceedings by naming a child and offering a fee for its maintenance (payable at the end of the auction). The commune then waited for the bidding, in descending value, to take place. It was the lowest bidder – he who demanded the smallest contribution from the commune – who got the child. In this way, the cost to the commune was reduced, and even the poorest of ‘foster’ families got, in addition to the annual payment, an extra pair of hands. In mid-nineteenth-century Switzerland, most Verdingkinder could expect to work the land. Later in the century, labour was diversified, and many children were placed in factories.


‘The child was obliged to hear its name called out,’ wrote Gotthelf, ‘and listen as its price was lowered in dramatic leaps. And with every reduction in its price, the child’s treatment was going to become that much worse, and the child knew it. It was knocked down to families who had nothing to eat, no bread to break, perhaps not even a bed. The child would be hungrier than the others, because they would have to eat first.’ These were the ‘Zuunterst am Tisch’, those who found themselves ‘at the end of the table’. Some did not even make it that far, but were kept outside with the animals in stalls or barns. Records show children being auctioned off for an annual maintenance fee of less than ten francs. On a good day at the cattle fair, a farmer could expect to earn four times this amount.


With the conclusion of each bid, a teller entered the lot in a ledger. As the proceedings dragged on, the teller would tire. Such ledgers, neatly preserved in local archives across Switzerland, show the teller’s hand tightening with fatigue, fine calligraphy giving way to a cramped scrawl. None the less, the impression given is one of efficiency, of a system which sought to hide the shame of its procedures behind the language of protocol and precision. Consistent with this was the use of euphemism – an institution popularly recognised as a Sklavenmarkt, or ‘slave market’, was officially only ever referred to in the language of welfare.


‘Tuesday, 6th November, commencing at nine in the morning, the handing over of maintenance fees to private individuals or families taking care of the destitute is announced,’ reads one typical advertisement, placed in newspapers by the Bernese commune of Thun in 1883. ‘It is compulsory for the destitute to be on time, and dressed according to the regulations, and for those persons who want to apply for one of the destitute to give written proof that they are entitled to do so.’ When Paul Zürcher was picked out of the orphanage sixty years later, Mr Wäfler produced just such written eligibility to claim a Verdingkind. These advertisements served the ‘purchasers’, rather than the poor, who were for the most part illiterate. Word of mouth would have to do for them. Their attendance being obligatory, they faced expulsion from the commune if they failed to turn up. And expulsion meant they would fall foul of Switzerland’s ancient principle of the Heimatgemeinde, or ‘place of origin’, a system which bound the indigenous members of a community into a tight Brüderbund, whilst discriminating heavily against outsiders.


The procedure described by Gotthelf differed little from canton to canton, commune to commune. The archives in Heimberg, once a small settlement on the banks of the River Aare, and now a rich suburb of Bern, show a thriving trade in Verdingkinder. Here, the poor were called to appear at the schoolhouse, where they would be auctioned in the period between Christmas and New Year. In theory, Verdingkinder had the right to be educated. In reality, their places in the back row of the schoolroom were rarely occupied. For most of them, their only experience of school was to be led away from it on the day of their sale. The majority were put to work in agriculture, an especially unhealthy activity in Heimberg, whose lands were regularly flooded by the Aare. Some found themselves living in cramped quarters over the potteries, where the clay soil of Heimberg was rendered into exquisitely painted plates and jugs for sale to the rich burghers of Bern.


Heimberg’s records, painstakingly scrutinised over a period of five years by local schoolteacher Verena Blum, constitute a ghostly catalogue of lives measured out to the fraction of a franc. One document, dated June 1853, records the fate of the family of Christian Wermuth. ‘Mr Wermuth’, it reads, ‘has no job, and his wife has died of hunger. After he was caught begging for alms, he was sent to a reform house. He has twelve children, who are now Verdingkinder.’ The Wermuth children were to make regular appearances at the Heimberg auction over the following years – Verdingkinder could be kept for one to three years, after which they were returned to the pool and re-auctioned. Thus, in 1860, Katharina, Magdalena, and Anna Barbara were disposed of for 35 francs each. The following year, Magdalena was worth a mere 20 francs. Inexplicably, in the same year, Barbara, Katharina, and another sister, Rosina, were worth 80, 85 and 75 francs respectively. In 1863, the fee for Rosina and Katharina had tumbled to 9 francs apiece. In 1865, another sister, Anna Maria, appears, worth 52.50 francs. One of the twelve children, Luise, was forcibly emigrated to the United States, unaccompanied, aged thirteen. By 1868, all the Wermuth children have disappeared from the records.


In the canton of Bern alone, there were 7,816 children classified as Verdingkinder in 1870. No one bothered to count them at the time. This tally was made in 1989. Astonishingly, given the introduction of federal regulations to restrict the practice in successive years, by 1910 that figure had risen to 10,000. Thereafter, says Verena Blum, the real number of Verdingkinder is impossible to calculate. Local authorities began to disguise the trade, and devise all manner of strategies to get around state regulations. These laws required communes to abandon the Verdinggemeinde, or auction system, and to appoint inspectors to monitor and supervise the care of children in foster families. The auctions were dropped, only to be replaced by a first come, first served system – children were selected from orphanages, which served as little more than temporary holding pens. As for inspections, these were casually conducted – if at all – by the local pastor.


Whatever their number, the former Verdingkinder of twentieth-century Switzerland are a living, if dwindling, population of silent witnesses. ‘It’s still terribly stigmatised, a part of Swiss history that nobody wants to properly investigate and reflect on,’ says Verena Blum. ‘It’s just like the story of the Jews. Now we know what Switzerland did to the Jews during the war. Of course, we could have known about it thirty years ago, but we didn’t want to know. Many people here are stuck in the mentality that thinks “It can’t be, it mustn’t be, therefore it isn’t”. With the Verdingkinder, the approach is the same: pragmatic, non-reflective. And so the truth just gets swept under the carpet.’


* * *


Switzerland is not an ethnic, linguistic or religious entity. As a country, it had to will itself into existence by the resolve of its citizens, who in 1848 approved the formation of a federal state. Switzerland can be viewed as the perfect working model for the enlightenment state, whose key political idea Rousseau formulated as the total voluntary subjection of every individual to the collective general will. Commitment to consensus in Switzerland is such that it is able to contain a country of four languages, many more dialects, 26 cantons, and 2904 communes, all with fierce loyalties and bitter political conflicts.


But the general will is not always easily identified, and when it is, obedience cannot always be guaranteed. Switzerland’s much vaunted system of ‘direct democracy’ and the ‘people’s initiative’ can slow down, as well as accelerate, political reform – women’s suffrage was rejected in a 1959 national referendum (all the voters, obviously, were men). It was finally passed in 1971. Even so, it was not until the 1980s that women were granted the right to vote in cantonal elections. In the small eastern canton of Appenzell Innerrhoden, where votes are still counted from a show of hands at the Landsgemeinde, or open-air meeting, women were not enfranchised until 1990.


Clearly, a decentralised state has to work hard to develop a coherent sense of national purpose and identity. All national myths are prophylactics, protection against the undesirability of reality. In Switzerland, the stereotypes are implausibly benign – the neutral state, the epitome of stability, above the squabbles of other nations; a ‘lifeboat’ into which refugees – from the Huguenots of the 17th Century to the anti-fascists of the 20th – can clamber; the Red Cross and the Geneva Convention, both cherished symbols of a rich humanitarian tradition.


And the more complicated truth? Swiss neutrality is defended by the largest and most costly army (per capita) in Europe. The Red Cross is an inscrutable institution, accountable to no outside body, governed by twenty-five elderly Swiss lawyers and businessmen whose predecessors on the International Committee whitewashed conditions in the Nazi concentration camps. Evidence of Switzerland’s key role in laundering securities, currencies, works of art, and other assets looted by the Nazis has led one historian to describe this tiny Alpine country as a prime accomplice in ‘the greatest robbery in history’. Today, as compensation deals are belatedly negotiated on behalf of Europe’s plundered Jewry, a quarter of the Swiss electorate has given its endorsement to right-wing demagogues who oppose those ‘foreign Jewish organisations who want money from us’.


In 1930, the number of Swiss and foreign Jews living in the country was 0.4 to 0.5% of the total population. In the wake of Nazi persecution, this figure rose steadily, though not dramatically. In 1938, Bern secretly and successfully pressed the Nazi government to mark German Jewish passports with a distinguishing stamp (a red ‘J’), so that Swiss border officials could more easily pick them out at the frontier and deny them admission to Switzerland. In August 1938, Bern further decreed that all Jewish refugees without a visa should be turned back. In 1942 came the famous announcement ‘das Boot ist voll’ – the lifeboat is full. Thereafter, all foreigners – most of them Jews – were turned back at the borders. Those who managed to cross illegally were caught and sent back across the frontier. Only when the war had clearly turned against the Nazis did the Swiss government find the courage to change its policies. In October 1943 Switzerland reopened its borders. But it wasn’t until July 1944 that federal police lifted an injunction against racial – as opposed to political – refugees. New research indicates that the Swiss turned away 39,000 fleeing European Jews during the Second World War.


Against this, we should not forget, however, that approximately 25,000 Jews were accepted during these years. Some of them found themselves in ski resorts, hastily redesignated as sites for forced-labour camps. Switzerland has always denied that any of the Jewish refugees who were permitted to enter the country during the war, along with other non-Swiss Jews – some of whom had lived in Switzerland for years – were subjected to forced labour. It is now known that a network of more than a hundred work camps was established by an official decree on March 12, 1940. Those who were interned do not equate the Swiss labour camps with the Nazi concentration and death camps, but they do say Jews were held, against their will, in harsh conditions.


* * *


I went to Bern to find a Verdingkind, preferably one whose tragic, lurid tale of maltreatment would advance the argument that Switzerland systematically and institutionally approved the abuse of generations of children. I was looking, I now realise, less for a human being than for a symbol of persecution. But when I found Adolf Ruch, what I discovered was the complication of human interest, and the complexities of the Swiss experience. Here was an old man, being cared for – in its institutional way – by the very state which had maltreated him as a child. And when Adolf Ruch was conscripted into the Swiss army in 1940, he was proud to defend the country that had annexed his childhood.


He was born in 1910, the illegitimate son of an Italian layabout. His mother, who had carried two other children by this man, married a Bernese carpenter when Adolf was still an infant. Together, the couple produced a further six children. Adolf’s stepfather also had three children by a previous marriage. The family lived in two rooms in the Wyler district of Bern. When Adolf was seven, a neighbour took him to Junkenstrasse, a street in the capital peopled by prostitutes, thieves and hawkers. Adolf was told that the man selling tangerines and nuts was his real father. The young boy watched him, from afar, on two or three occasions. They never met.


Adolf’s early life in Wyler was one of extreme poverty, but he roamed freely with a large gang of over a hundred children, a rag-taggle bunch, most of them strangers to a pair of shoes. They did have a leather football, but it was worn and torn at the seams. Boys who wanted to play were expected to bring rags to stuff it with. He who contributed the most stuffing got to take the ball home with him that night. Once, Adolf stole his mother’s socks as stuffing. That evening he returned home triumphantly bearing the football. There, he found his mother in a frantic search for her only pair of woollen socks. She was beside herself. He couldn’t bring himself to tell her what he had done, and just sat there, guilt-ridden, silent, while she rummaged. ‘I never did tell her’, he says. He didn’t steal much, or tell lies. ‘No more than any other kid.’


He didn’t go to school. The first money he ever earned was for leading oxen into the auction ring at a cattle market. Today, he jingles the imaginary coins in his pockets as he tells of his joy in bringing them home to his mother. She loved all her children, but Adolf was her favourite. She took him everywhere with her. The city of Bern sits on a vast real outcrop of steep rock, around which curls the Aare. Bridges connect the city to the surrounding area. On three occasions, Adolf watched on the same bridge as his mother prepared to kill herself by jumping into the gorge below. ‘She always took me with her. She would stand on the ledge of the bridge, and I would cry and scream and beg her not to do it. And she would give up on the attempt to kill herself. It was very sad, and we both cried a lot.’


And that was Adolf’s life. Until one day a man called Morgentaler appeared and announced himself as the government official responsible for the Ruch family children. He was, he said, their legal guardian. Adolf remembers him as ‘a terrible man, very cold, very mechanical’. He feared Morgentaler, and he was right to. Morgentaler told Adolf that he was to be removed from his family, and put with a foster family as a Verdingkind. ‘Then he asked me if I would like to go with him for a coffee and some cake.’ The suggestion, not spoken, but which always hovers around the subject of Morgentaler, is that he had a certain weakness for little boys. Adolf, streetwise, declined the invitation. After Morgentaler had left, Adolf’s mother broke down in tears. ‘I didn’t want to go’, says Adolf, ‘but my stepfather told me I had no choice, that I had to do what they said.’ He was fourteen years old.


A short time after, a woman brought him to the headquarters of the Bern police in Zeughausgasse. There were forty to fifty other boys and girls, and they were all told to wait. After several hours, he was taken by another woman to a children’s home in Brüttisellen. There, he just waited. ‘It wasn’t a bad place, but there was nothing to do. Some of the boys were so bored they amused themselves by bullying other kids.’ ‘Whatever you do’, they said to Adolf, ‘don’t go into the woods.’ ‘Why not?’ he asked. Their answer was unclear, but Adolf understood that they were referring to something of a sexual nature. The suggestion of pederasty hangs over his whole story, but is never mentioned explicitly.


After a few days in the home, Adolf was collected by a farmer who took him to his smallholding in Reinsbergalp. The farmer was married, but had no children. They were so poor they didn’t even have a towel to wash their faces at the end of the day. Adolf was treated with kindness, but he was homesick, and missed his gang of friends, with whom he was to have no further contact. The farmer put him to work. Did the farmer ever pay you? Adolf is tickled by the question. ‘Yes. I once got three francs to spend at the fair’, he replies sardonically. One day, Adolf found the farmer’s gun in the stable. He didn’t know exactly what it was, or how it worked. Curious, he picked it up, and it fired, taking off half of his hand. Now, over seventy years later, he waves his bony claw, not in anger, merely to illustrate his story.


After three years, when Adolf was seventeen, the farmer said he had to take him back to the children’s home at Brüttisellen. After waiting idly there for three days, he was picked out by another man and taken to work at a shoe factory near Zurich. ‘If you were a Verdingkind, you had to go all over Switzerland, wherever they chose to send you. You never knew where they might send you next. That was how it was in those days.’ Adolf worked in the factory for three years. Officially, he was meant to be attending school at the same time, but the hours required at the factory left him no time to attend class. He returned to the home every evening. Then, one day, he said to the manager of the factory, ‘That’s it. I’m going. I don’t want to work here anymore.’ They didn’t try to stop him leaving. For three nights, he slept rough in the woods behind the children’s home, terrified, not knowing what to do next. Eventually, he found a job as a door-to-door salesman.


After the war, he went back to selling, got married, and had children. All his siblings, he would later discover, had been Verdingkinder. Now, they’re all dead, except for one of his older half-sisters. But they’re not on good terms. She started a quarrel, says Adolf, about his illegitimacy. ‘But we both have the same mother’, he told her. ‘It’s not enough’, she replied. 


Adolf, now ninety, lives in an old people’s home five miles from his birthplace in the city of Bern. He has his own room, clean, sparsely furnished, the large window giving on to a well-tended garden. He sits in a large black leather armchair which reclines and extends into all manner of positions at the touch of a button on the armrest. ‘What a wonderful chair.’ ‘Do you like it?’ beams Adolf. ‘It cost a fortune. Eighteen hundred francs!’ After eighteen operations in as many months on his hips and legs, he can only totter about with the aid of a smart zimmer frame fitted with brakes. To use it, he has to be levered out of his chair. Later, I can smell his armpits on my hands.


His pride and joy is a roughly carved tall cupboard. He locks it with a key, which he keeps in a special wallet in his trouser-pocket. Inside hangs a row of immaculately pressed suits. He takes one out, and tells me it’s the finest fabric, made in England. ‘You’re from England, aren’t you?’ Adolf has never left Switzerland. He keeps the cupboard locked, he says, because people here steal. Somebody has been taking swigs from his herbal tonic. He locks the cupboard carefully, then lurches back into his chair. On the wall is a photograph of two young children, smiling broadly, their milk teeth missing. ‘Those are my great-grandchildren,’ says Adolf proudly. ‘They’re grown up now.’ ‘What do they do?’ ‘The boy’s a chimney sweep.’ ‘And the girl?’ ‘Oh, she works in a chocolate factory.’


* * *


In 1945, in the wake of Paul Zürcher’s death, a national campaign to abolish the Verdingkinder system was launched by a journalist called A C Loosli. A former Verdingkind himself, Loosli appealed to the Swiss people to recognise and guarantee the fundamental rights of children. A helpful model, he suggested, was the Animal Rights League. It was still to be almost a decade before Switzerland could properly claim that there were no more Verdingkinder.






 Ann Pasternak Slater
Vivienne Eliot’s Biography

 Carole Seymour-Jones’s biography of T S Eliot’s first wife, Vivienne Haigh-Wood, has been highly acclaimed. It draws on a wide range of documentation, some of it unpublished and accessible only in library archives in Britain and the USA. The unpublished material includes the incomplete collection of Vivienne’s personal papers, fiction and verse held in the Bodleian Library, Oxford; parts of the Eliots’ correspondence with their many friends – Pound, Lady Ottoline Morrell, St John and Mary Hutchinson and numerous others; the diaries and personal memoirs of friends and acquaintances. Access to some of the unpublished material is restricted by the Eliot estate, leading to Seymour-Jones’s complaints of a ‘conspiracy of silence’ imposed on Eliot’s relationship with his first wife. As yet, only the first volume of Eliot’s correspondence has been published, covering the years 1898-1922. The rest is in preparation and not yet available to scholars. The letters from John Hayward to Eliot held at King’s College, Cambridge, are restricted. So are Eliot’s letters to Emily Hale at Harvard and Princeton. While Ms Seymour-Jones was given permission to consult Vivienne’s papers in the Bodleian, she was only allowed to quote from them after representation by Queen’s Counsel. A sense of unacceptable censorship by the Eliot estate is shared by most reviewers of Painted Shadow. Seymour-Jones has been widely commended
for putting together a biography under adverse conditions.



Moreover, the story is a compelling one. Eliot married Vivienne in
1915 after the briefest acquaintance. The marriage was a difficult one,
troubled by mutual ill-health and nervous illness. Vivienne emerges as
a bright, flighty, coquettish and confident figure at the beginning of the
relationship. Persistent malaise, aggravated by her clearly manipulative
hypochondria, further compounded by dubious cures, over-stringent diets and destructive drugs, and the added financial burdens of expensive
nursing, rented country cottages and trips to sanatoria – all imposed grave
strains on the marriage. And yet Vivienne’s only diary relating to their life
together, for 1919, is a happy one. (Vivienne’s sole surviving diaries cover
1914, 1919, 1933-36). There is a busy, fulfilled period in 1925 when she
was working with Eliot and writing for The Criterion. The final chapters of
the biography, detailing Vivienne’s drug-accelerated mental breakdown,
from the late 1920s onwards, are terrible and fascinating. Virginia Woolf
presents the most memorable, much quoted image of Vivienne in 1930:


But oh – Vivienne! Was there ever such torture since life began! – to bear her on one’s shoulders, biting, wriggling, raving, scratching, unwholesome, powdered, insane, yet sane to the point of insanity, reading his letters... This bag of ferrets is what Tom wears round his neck.


In a rare moment of imaginative insight, Seymour-Jones makes sense of
Vivienne’s erratic paranoid responses on this occasion. Woolf offered her
honey from their hives, asking politely, ‘Have you any bees?’ – ‘a question
which must have seemed ridiculous to a woman living in a north London
flat’, Seymour-Jones adds, before giving what she reads as Vivienne’s ironic reply: ‘Not bees. Hornets. But where? Under the bed.’ In his biography
Ackroyd quoted this as mere lunacy. Clearly it had a painful metaphoric
truth. As Woolf observed, Vivienne, like Lear, was sane to the point of
insanity. There were moments of lucid pathos. She refused to recognise
Edith Sitwell, who met her in Oxford Street in the summer of 1932, saying sadly, ‘No, no: you don’t know me. You have mistaken me again for that
woman who is so like me... She is always getting me into trouble.’



There are numerous first-hand accounts of Vivienne in her rapid decline – reeking of ether, barely able to eat, sleep, or walk; carried fainting
from Epsom race course; her ‘wild, frightened, angry eyes, and an overintensity over nothing,’ as Hope Mirrlees later recalled:


She gave the impression, you see, of absolute terror. Of a
person who’d seen a hideous ghost; a goblin ghost, and was
always seeing a ghost in front of her... Suppose you were to
say to her: ‘Will you have more cake?’... she’d say (in a wild
voice): ‘What’s that, what’s that, what d’you mean, what
did you say that for?’ She was terrifying. At the end of an
hour, when she came to see me, I was absolutely exhausted,
sucked dry; and I felt to myself, poor Tom, this is enough.


‘She wild as Ophelia – alas no Hamlet would love her, with her powdered
spots –,’ Woolf records of the Eliots’ last joint visit to Rodmell in early
September 1932. ‘Tom, poor man, all battened down as usual, prim,
grey, making his kind jokes with her’ (the last phrase cut by SeymourJones). ‘Then her chops and changes... trailing about the garden – never
settling – seizing the wheel of the car – suddenly telling Tom to drive
– all of which Tom bears with great patience: feeling perhaps that his 7
months of freedom draw near.’


A fortnight later, Eliot left for the USA to lecture at Harvard. On his
return in July 1933, he went into hiding and tried never to see Vivienne
again. ‘He is 10 years younger,’ Woolf noted privately, with memorable
malice. ‘Hard, spry... enjoying himself very much. He is tight & shiny as
a woodlouse (I am not writing for publication).’


Vivienne’s last years are mad and sad. She redecorated the flat in
preparation for Eliot’s return. She refused to recognise that his absence
was volitional. He was a ‘prisoner’, the victim of vague plots. She set
aside a room as a shrine to him. She laid siege to Faber & Faber, and advertised in The Times for his return. Her flat was raided by bailiffs twice
to repossess some of Eliot’s property. Once she was visited by two of her
doctors, who refused to certify her after a rational interview. She attended numerous performances of The Rock, Sweeney Agonistes, and Murder in the Cathedral, vainly hoping to meet him. Some mutual friends,
like Lady Ottoline Morrell, refused her further contact. She joined the
British Union of Fascists and, in full uniform, made what she called her
‘route marches’ through London searching for Eliot. At the same time,
she took up music at the Royal College of Music, with some success, ordered herself not one but two grand pianos on hire purchase, and continued to fluctuate between insanity and sense. Fobbed off by the polite
secretaries at Faber & Faber, Vivienne wrote in her diary:


We did not see Tom. They said that he was not there and
that he is very erratic. Tom was never erratic. He was the
most regular of men... A most sweet and homely man. It is
not right of Tom to refuse to come home.



Finally, on November 18, 1935, she confronted Eliot at The Sunday
Times Book Fair. She had gone in full Fascist rig, her dog Polly in her arms.


I turned a face to him of such joy that no-one in that great
crowd could have had one moment’s doubt. I just said, Oh
Tom, and he seized my hand & said how do you do, in quite
a loud voice. He walked straight to the platform then &
gave a most remarkably clever, well thought out lecture.


She held the excited dog up high in her arms all through the lecture, and
‘kept nodding my head at him & making encouraging signs’. Poor Eliot,
grimly performing with Banquo shaking his gory locks in the audience!
Poor Vivienne! observing with proprietorial concern, ‘he looked a little
older... not well or robust or rumbustious at all. No sign of a woman’s care
about him. No cosy evenings with dogs and gramophones I should say’.



She ran into him in the street only once again. In 1937 her diary gives
out. In July 1938, while Eliot was away on holiday, Vivienne was found
wandering before dawn, and taken to Marylebone Police Station. Her
chemists, who had been supplying her with medication daily, said ‘she
appeared to be in a deplorable condition,’ her brother Maurice wrote to
Eliot. ‘V had apparently been wandering about for two nights, afraid to
go anywhere. She is full of the most fantastic suspicions... She asked me
if it was true that you had been beheaded.’ A month later she was certified. Eliot refused to sign the committal order. She spent the next nine
years at a private asylum and died there in 1947. Eliot and she had been
married for 32 years. Seventeen were spent together.



* * *



Given this painful history, Eliot’s consistent concern for his wife may
come as a surprise. There is not a single unkind reference to her in the
published letters of 1915-22. More to the point perhaps, there is only
one negative reference in all Eliot’s unpublished letters cited in this biography, for the entire period of Vivienne’s life. This single exception is a
much-scored out letter Eliot wrote to Ottoline Morrell from America on
14 March 1933, now held at Texas, in which he says – with characteristic
obliqueness – that it is difficult for a man to live with a woman he finds
‘morally unpleasant’. It is hard to know precisely what else was said in
this letter since Seymour-Jones makes no other direct quotation from it,
and, moreover, does not identify the letter by date. Seymour-Jones paints
an intensely negative portrait of the relationship from its very beginnings. Much of her own material conveys a very different impression.



‘I owe her everything,’ Eliot wrote to his father on his marriage, and,
to his brother, ‘I feel more alive than I ever have before.’ On a winter holiday in Torquay with Vivienne in 1916, he wrote to Bertrand Russell, ‘I
have felt happier, these few days, than ever in my life’ (not quoted by Seymour-Jones). There are touching glimpses – for instance of Eliot lifting
Vivienne high above the crowd to see Woodrow Wilson and the King
drive through the streets in 1918. In the end, the relationship was mutually destructive, but it began in mutual care. When Eliot was worn out in
1918, Vivienne made him sign a contract promising to limit his reading
and take a walk every day. Vivienne frequently writes ‘Tom is wonderful’, for instance when he helped her through her father’s illness in 1921.
(At this point ‘the cracks in the Eliot marriage were becoming chasms,’
Seymour-Jones comments.) When Vivienne had to spend eight weeks in
bed in 1921, Eliot suffered ‘very anxious moments’ – ‘I feel very sorry for
her,’ he wrote to their friend Mary Hutchinson. In 1922 he wrote to his
brother in praise of her ‘infinite tenacity of purpose... persistence and
courage’ while pursuing an exiguous diet. The year before, in October
1921, during his own nervous breakdown, he asked Vivienne to accompany him to Margate, in contravention of the doctors’ orders: ‘I could
[not] bear the idea of starting this treatment quite alone in a strange
place.’ Given Vivienne’s posthumous reputation, this is unexpected.



This was the breakdown lying behind The Waste Land. (‘In the original manuscript of The Waste Land he portrayed her as a reproachful gorgon, whose hysterical complaints follow him night and day,’ Seymour-Jones observes.) He took her on with him to Paris before leaving for the sanatorium in Lausanne. Vivienne ‘has had to do so much thinking for me,’ he wrote to his brother from Lausanne in December 1921. This is evident from his hesitations over ‘The Fire Sermon’ that November – ‘I do not know whether it will do and must wait for Vivien’s opinion as to whether it is printable’ – as well as the negotiations over The Criterion earlier in the summer. Vivienne, he told Ottoline Morrell, was ‘invaluable’ in negotiations that required ‘exceptional tact’. He encouraged her to write, telling Richard Aldington in 1924, ‘She is very diffident... but she has an original mind, and I consider not at all a feminine one; and in my opinion a great deal of what she writes is quite good enough for The Criterion.’ ‘She is a very clever and original writer, with a mathematical and abstract mind which ought to be trained – and I intend that it shall,’ he repeated to Ottoline Morrell in 1925. In the same year he wrote to Russell, ‘I need the help of someone who understands her – I find her still perpetually baffling and deceptive. She seems to me like a child of 6 with an immensely clever and precocious mind. She writes extremely well... And I can never escape from the spell of her persuasive (even coercive) argument.’


First-hand descriptions of the couple, though not without shading, are also surprisingly positive. After her visit to England in 1921, Eliot’s mother observed acutely to his brother, ‘I think the poor boy misses the affection that makes no demands from him, but longs to help him. Vivien loves Tom, and he her, although I think he is afraid of her.’ Eliot’s first cousin, Abigail, wrote in 1965 that she knew the couple well in the 1920s and ‘never doubted Tom’s love for her and hers for him. In the beginning he lived through her. Her hand was all over his work’.


He was protective of her, too. In 1926, when the Sitwells failed to help her in a personal crisis, he made his displeasure very clear. This is all the more remarkable, considering that Seymour-Jones believes Vivienne had left Eliot to join a lover in Rome. Osbert recalled Vivienne writing incoherently from Rome, asking what she should do – if the Sitwells advised her to return to Eliot, she would, although the ‘scandal’ in which she was involved would bring ‘disgrace’ on him. Edith and Osbert did not reply, believing that Tom might prefer to lose her. Quite the contrary. Vivienne returned to Eliot, who found her yet more psychiatric help, and treated the Sitwells with chilling coldness for some months.


Seymour-Jones finds it ‘paradoxical’ that when the relationship with Vivienne was deteriorating in 1927, Eliot converted to the Anglican Church, which made divorce from her impossible. This is the coarse response of a pragmatic opportunist. Seymour-Jones has little understanding of the moral imperatives dominating Eliot’s life, and tends to dismiss them as mere hypocrisy. His deep sense of sin is frequently interpreted as a sign of actual guilt. Yet it is clear that up till his departure for America in 1932, Eliot was determined to go through with his marriage honourably and not to complain about it to anyone either. Even after his return, when he was avoiding all personal contact with Vivienne, he was still concerned about her, and saw to it that mutual friends continued to visit her. On his arrival in the States, he asked Mary Hutchinson to call on her from time to time, adding ‘It would be a kindness to me too’. After his return Vivienne was invited to dinner by Geoffrey and Enid Faber. She was visited by one of Eliot’s relatives, Elizabeth Wentworth, on a trip to England. She turned down tea with Harriet Shaw Weaver. All these contacts must have been made at Eliot’s instigation. Seymour-Jones alleges that the Eliots’ old manservant, William Janes, was ‘in Eliot’s pay’ to spy on Vivienne. This puts a malicious spin on the fact that Eliot continued to pay Janes’s wages after he left. Vivienne needed domestic help and looked on Janes as a friend. It also meant Eliot could hear how she was surviving. Eliot clearly cared, and saw to it that others helped. Vivienne was visited by Enid Faber at Northumberland House, her private asylum, all through the war. When London was under attack from German doodle-bugs, he tried to get her moved into the country, without success. He was profoundly distressed when he heard of her death, according to John Hayward, who broke the news. Eliot himself was taken aback by the strength of his feelings, confiding to his friend, Mary Trevelyan, that it was ‘a particular shock and left me more disintegrated than I could have imagined’.


Why should the reviewer retail these documented facts? There would have been no need, had the biography been less tendentious. Seymour-Jones has a clear and not entirely honourable agenda. It is set out in an acceptable form in her epigraph, taken from Vivienne’s letter to Ottoline Morrell describing the bequest of her papers to the Bodleian. ‘The truth will all come out, if not in our life – then after it.’ There is every reason for a fair and truthful biography of Vivienne to be written. The questionable corollary is insidiously implied in the biography’s last sentence.

[Eliot] died at the age of seventy-six, on 4 January 1965, comforted by the impregnability of his reputation; Vivienne, meanwhile, lay forgotten in the Pinner cemetery.

This is where the debate must lie. Seymour-Jones has set Vivienne up to put Eliot down. Her secondary task has been to destroy Eliot’s pregnable reputation. The critics have welcomed it. The final irony is that Vivienne, in all probability, would have been appalled.


* * *


The major accusations levelled against Eliot in this biography are: that from the first weeks of their marriage he pimped Vivienne to Bertrand Russell, colluding with their affair for his own financial, social and literary gain. That he had adulterous affairs in the early years of his marriage with Mary Hutchinson and Brigit Patmore. That he was a closet homosexual, falling in love with Jean Verdenal, the dedicatee of Prufrock and Other Observations, and subsequently having affairs with numerous other figures, including Massine of the Ballet Russe, a German house-guest called ‘Jack’, the Hon Philip Ritchie (a ‘beautiful and gay young man’), C H B Kitchin (‘the homosexual novelist’), and unnamed ‘sailors’. That he kept what two reviewers have elegantly termed ‘a fuck-flat’ for these illicit liaisons. Vaguer aspersions are cast on his relationships with ‘his bisexual friend Geoffrey Faber’, the young Brother George Every (‘a male muse for Eliot’), and the ‘sexually ambiguous’ Ezra Pound. Equally suspect are his relations with the hosts who took him in after he left Vivienne, including Kitchin ‘and his two gay flatmates’, and the not ‘altogether masculine’ Father Cheetham (‘who spent his spare time dress-making’ – a shocking revelation indeed). Eliot’s King Bolo poems – mediocre comic scatological verses exchanged over many years with Conrad Aiken and Pound – are taken as direct evidence of his violent, repressed homosexual needs.


Other minor allegations are floated throughout. Take, for instance, ‘Fête Galante’, Vivienne’s pseudonymous sketch published by Eliot in The Criterion in July 1925, which satirised prominent social figures like Lady Diana Cooper and the Sitwells. It caused much offence. Seymour-Jones suggests that Eliot ‘had grown jealous of Vivienne’s rising success’ and that, by publishing her squib, his ‘darker motive’ was to ‘eradicate her’ from the literary scene: ‘In engineering Vivienne’s fall Tom cleared the decks for the future.’ ‘He grew to hate her as she cuckolded him and attempted to usurp his role as a writer’, so ‘he asserted male hegemony and ended her writing career’.


The idea that Eliot jealously destroyed Vivienne, that literary giant, to preserve his own literary status, is palpably absurd. Not all the accusations are so silly. It is more instructive to examine Seymour-Jones’s methods than to rebut the accusations one by one. Her techniques do not change in this course of this 700-page biography, and can be reduced to a few simple ploys by which evidence is consistently manipulated.


First, gravest, and most persistent, is the disruption of chronology. Take a paragraph on pp 356-7. Seymour-Jones is describing a visit of Eliot’s to lecture to Oxford undergraduates at Ottoline Morrell’s invitation on 17 June 1923. This meagre, unsensational fact is supplemented and garnished by unrelated material taken from well before and well after the 17 June 1923. There is an account of the ‘young, often homosexual young men’ Ottoline habitually gathered round herself in Garsington – like Lord Sackville-West, who, Virginia Woolf says in a letter of 4 June 1923, admires Eliot’s work. A longer quotation from Woolf describes a visit from Sackville-West, his make-up and effeminacy. It is taken from a letter of 24 January 1925 – a date not acknowledged in the text. ‘On this occasion,’ Seymour-Jones continues, ‘Virginia had travelled to Garsington with Lytton Strachey, but was dismayed to find Ottoline had invited a “bunch of men no bigger than asparagus”’. ‘This occasion’ refers to Woolf’s visit to Garsington on 2 June 1923. But since the date is not given in the text, we are invited to assume that ‘this occasion’ was 17 June 1923 – the day of the lecture. After this long muck-raking detour, Seymour-Jones concludes, ‘It was on this particular visit to Garsington on 17 June 1923’ that Eliot had a medical conversation with Ottoline about Vivienne. The reader who does not trouble to check the hidden dates for the quotations in this paragraph will be pardoned for thinking that they all refer to the same occasion: ‘this occasion’, ‘this particular visit’. The intention is to build up a picture of Eliot basking in the attentions of Ottoline’s asparagus-bunches of gay young men.


In reality, none of the gay material quoted in this paragraph has anything to do with Eliot’s visit to Oxford on 17 June 1923. Biography, or the art of innuendo?


As a result of this particular tendency, a fine haze of uncertainty blurs the entire narrative. One is constantly turning to the notes to check the dates of citations, and finding extreme chronological disjunctions. Pp 39-40 discuss Eliot’s early verse, composed in 1907-10, including ‘a new poem’, ‘Mr Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service’, written in 1919, ‘Cousin Nancy’ and ‘Miss Helen Slingsby’ [sic: actually ‘Aunt Helen’], both written in 1915.


On p 220, Vivienne’s use of Henry James’s Daisy Miller as an alter ego in 1936 is used to explain her postulated sense of social inferiority in 1918.


On p 432, it is suggested that the lover for whom Vivienne fled to Rome in 1926 may have proved fickle – a speculation supported by a fictional fickle lover from a story Vivienne wrote in 1924.


On p 260, Ottoline Morrell’s friendship with Vivienne in 1920 is contrasted with the negative response Ottoline ‘still’ suffered from other ungrateful Garsington guests – with a supporting quotation from Clive Bell in 1917.


On p 282, a letter of Vivienne’s from Paris is dated 16 November 1921. The Eliots only left for Paris on 18 November. The letter is more plausibly dated ‘20? December 1921’ in Valerie Eliot’s edition of the Letters, but Seymour-Jones has conflated it with another, unpublished letter predating the Paris visit and has attributed both to Vivienne’s days in Paris after Eliot left for Lausanne.


On p 373, Eliot writes to Woolf on 4 February 1925, longing for a country ‘hovel of our own’, and, adds Seymour-Jones, ‘Vivien chimed in with identical demands’ – in a letter of 1923.


On p 410, Woolf’s diary complains about Eliot on 14 September 1925. In reply, says Seymour-Jones, Eliot ‘agreed smoothly’ with her – in a letter dated 5 September.


On p 472, the narrative deals with the events of  1931. Seymour-Jones states: ‘Eliot grew nervous of blackmail; such was his reputation that the writer E W F Tomlin felt it necessary to state that his friendship with the poet was “devoid of sexual feeling”.’ Tomlin made his statement in 1988, twenty-three years after Eliot’s death – a date not disclosed in Seymour-Jones’s main text.


On p 540, a diary entry of Vivienne’s dated 11 November 1935 is taken to refer to ‘her last conversation with Eliot’, whereas she saw him at The Sunday Times Book Fair on 18 November.


And so on, and on. At the very least, such errors cast serious doubts on Seymour-Jones’s technical competence. Readers sympathetic to her will dismiss them as venial, as ‘slips’. Many appear to be prompted by more than mere carelessness, however.


Her authority as a biographer is more fundamentally undermined by her recurrent manipulation of facts to further her own agenda. Supposition hardens into fact; ‘facts’ provide grounds for further suppositions. Bertrand Russell’s relationship to the Eliots is a case in point. Russell had known Eliot at Harvard. He was invited to dinner by the couple a fortnight after their marriage, in July 1915, and quickly became intimately involved in attempting to help the marriage. Eliot welcomed his interest and for the next decade his rare letters to Russell are uniquely confidential about the marriage. In July 1915, Eliot left for a month’s visit to his parents. In September Russell loaned the Eliots one of the two rooms in his Bury Street Chambers, where they stayed till December. In January 1916, Russell took Vivienne to Torquay for five days’ holiday, before being replaced by Eliot. In their early impoverished years he helped them financially, transferring to Eliot debentures in an engineering firm making munitions for the war, which he could not, in conscience, profit from. He got Eliot work reviewing and lecturing.


There is ample evidence from Russell’s unpublished letters to Ottoline Morrell and Constance Malleson, both mistresses of his, that the relationship with Vivienne Eliot was close. Both women suspected a physical liaison with Vivienne, but Russell repeatedly denied it until 25 October 1917. At this point, Russell visited Vivienne in the country while Eliot was working in London. He wrote to Constance Malleson:

She was very glad I had come back & very kind, & wanting much more than friendship. I thought I could manage it – I led her to expect more if we could get a cottage – at last I spent a night with her. It was utter hell. There was a quality of loathsomeness about it which I can’t describe...

‘At last I spent a night with her’ sounds like the first time. Seymour-Jones, however, suspects that the affair started two years earlier, within weeks of the Eliots’ marriage. The possibility is canvassed on pp 108-9: ‘It is of course possible that the relationship which developed between Vivien and Bertie was as innocent as Eliot apparently assumed – or that Eliot was a cuckold. On the other hand, the triple ménage could in fact have been a far more complicated bargain, by which Eliot, for his own reasons, permitted Bertie to enjoy Vivien’s sexual favours.’ Thereafter ‘could in fact’ is treated as fact. In Russell’s flat, one tiny room held Vivienne’s cot-bed. Eliot slept in the hall on a deckchair. ‘In such circumstances conjugal relations were well-nigh impossible’ – but there was ample space for adultery, it seems. ‘Now [Russell] could climb into Vivienne’s little bed’ (pp 116-7). ‘Mr Apollinax’, she argues, is about Eliot’s response to ‘Bertie’s intimacy with his wife in the months following July 1915’ (p 101). It is even suggested that Russell hoped Vivienne should bear him a child. Russell wanted children and ‘saw the Eliots’ difficulties as an opportunity to ingratiate himself with Vivien, suspecting that [Eliot] was unlikely to father a child by his wife’ (p 100). ‘It is almost impossible to believe that Tom was unaware that Russell and Vivien were having a sexual relationship’ (p 121).


All these comments refer to the first six months of the marriage, before the trip to Torquay in January 1916.


If there are some uncertainties about this trip – ‘It is possible that for once Russell was telling the truth when he emphasised the innocence of his relations with Vivien at Torquay to Ottoline’ (p 126) – they are quickly surmounted. ‘Russell’s revealing phrase, “Eliot replaced me” suggests that he had, in some sense, fulfilled the role of husband’ (p 128). Thereafter we settle back into certainty. Vivienne is Russell’s ‘new mistress’ (p 132); ‘his mistress’ (p 149). Vivienne was ‘deeply in love with the man who featured in their letters only as a respected friend, rather than Vivien’s lover’ (p 143): so much for the awkward discrepancies between the letters and Seymour-Jones’s ‘facts’.


All these statements – and many others – relate to the period preceding the documented coupling of October 1917. Eliot’s willing collusion and its mercenary nature are never even debated. Why question them? Both are presented as self-evident: there is ‘a hint of blackmail’ in Eliot’s asking Russell to get him lecturing work (p 149). Within a page the hint hardens into a threat. ‘Vivien’s “allowance” must continue if Bertie wished to enjoy her favours’ (p 150). ‘There was an element of homosexuality by proxy in the way in which Eliot offered Vivien to Russell’ (p 193). Russell ‘served his purpose in Eliot’s ascent of the literary ladder’ (p 226). One of Seymour-Jones’s whimsical idées fixes is that Eliot could achieve nothing on his own. Another is her confident intimacy with the unknowable depths of Eliot’s mind. ‘Eliot’s conscience tormented him. He could not repress the knowledge that...Vivien’s affair with Russell...had in fact been one in which he had knowingly colluded in order to further his career, relieve himself of conjugal responsibilities, and to gain financial advantage’ (p 366).


It is shocking to find a biographer indulging in unrestrained fantasy, presented as fact, to such an extent. A comparable farrago of nonsense bolsters Eliot’s alleged liaison with Mary Hutchinson. It is based on two documented facts. On 4 March 1919 Eliot wrote:

Dear Mary,


Vivien says she is lunching with you on Thursday. Won’t you come on later (at 5.45) and dance at a place near Baker Street. They teach the new dances and steps, which I don’t know and want to learn. I hope you won’t mind my being rather out of date. It is over by half past seven, and we could dine afterwards. I think it would be rather fun, and the people ought to be a source of amusement. Do come.


Sincerely, 

T.S.E.

The second documented fact is that Mary invited Eliot, without Vivienne, to spend Whitsun at Wittering, her place by the sea, and Eliot accepted in a letter of 16 May. In 1919 Whitsunday fell on 8 June. A subsequent letter of thanks is dated 15 June, and the occasion is referred to in a letter to Eliot’s friend Eleanor Hinkley, dated 17 June 1919. Vivienne knew about the invitation and refers to it in an unpublished letter to Mary, which Seymour-Jones embellishes with a meaningful flourish – ‘“So Tom is coming to you at Whitsun!” Vivien remarked with surprise’ (p 243). In fact, the invitation was originally made on Vivienne’s suggestion in a letter to Mary on 10 May 1919 (Letters, p 292) – a detail Seymour-Jones fails to mention.


Seymour-Jones confidently sets the scene for a flirtation and seduction in numerous statements comparable to the Russell allegations above: ‘In this new threesome Vivien was to be the dupe’ (p 227). She runs them in tandem with other allegations of a liaison with Brigit Patmore: ‘Perhaps Vivien was unaware that Tom was himself writing to Brigit, arranging discreet dinners with her while Vivien was at Marlow’ (p 241). (Eliot had one dinner with Brigit. Two years later he couldn’t even remember how to spell her name.) ‘While it amused Tom to flirt with Brigit, Mary was the bigger prize... In part it was revenge on Vivien for her liaison with Russell... Part of the excitement of these illicit encounters lay also in deceiving his wife’ (p 242).


As usual, chronological shuffling supports these fantasies. The last sentence continues: ‘Mary was a willing partner in the game of love. Soon she began inviting Eliot to parties alone.’ This is illustrated by one invitation – undated in the text – of 4 June 1917, two years previously. The unacknowledged time-lag allows Seymour-Jones to escalate her allegations: ‘Vivienne was unaware of the number of secret meetings which took place between her husband and Mary’ (p 243). After the Whitsun weekend 8 June 1919, ‘rumours about Tom and Mary were now flying around Bloomsbury’, says Seymour-Jones (p 245) – an assertion supported by a quotation from Virginia Woolf’s diary in which she and Ottoline Morrell, in Woolf’s words, ‘investigated the case of Mary Hutch & Eliot’. However, Woolf’s diary entry is dated, in Seymour-Jones’s text, 19 May 1919, three weeks before Whitsun weekend. The entry was actually made on 16 May, the date on which Eliot accepted Mary’s invitation. It can hardly refer to the supposed seduction of 8 June.


In the end, even Seymour-Jones has to admit rather limply that ‘whether the anticipated seduction took place is not known’. She concedes that Eliot’s bread-and-butter letter does not sound like ‘the message of a lover’ (p 244). This does not restrain her from returning to the seduction as a dog to its vomit. ‘In this Bloomsbury triangle Mary may have wanted Tom... in fact it was Mary whose attention both Tom and Vivien individually craved’ (p 248). Seymour-Jones persists: Wittering, Vivienne believed, ‘had been the scene of Mary’s seduction of Tom’ (p 266). False paraphrase supports the illusion. Woolf’s diary entry on ‘the case of Mary Hutch & Tom’ makes a new appearance as Virginia and Ottoline ‘gossiping over Mary’s relationship with Tom’ (p 260). Clive Bell is said by Seymour-Jones to be ‘more green-eyed than ever when he heard that Eliot had spent the weekend with his girlfriend Mary, and Roger Fry’ (p 245). This derives from Eliot’s letter to Eleanor Hinkley, in which he dissects Bloomsbury backbiting. In a complex analysis, Eliot refers to the repercussions of his Whitsun weekend: ‘I believe that [Clive] is spreading the report that I am very conceited, he being annoyed at my having been asked for a weekend at [Mary’s], where I bathed in the sea and played with the children, and talked about aesthetics with [Roger Fry].’ (Not quoted by Seymour-Jones.) It doesn’t sound much like an illicit weekend. There is no evidence that Mary’s husband was not there, with the children, on the Saturday night, along with Roger Fry, who arrived on Sunday. Eliot’s motive for his original invitation to Mary to come dancing is equally transparent. In her diary two days before, on 2 March, Vivienne, a good dancer, wrote, ‘Picked up by three Canadian flying-men, all exquisite dancers – Danced as I never have since the war.’ Poor, old-fashioned Eliot was not good enough for her. So he found another partner to learn the new steps. There is nothing in his letter to Mary to suggest that Vivienne would not be there also.


It would be tedious – but not difficult – to unpick all Seymour-Jones’s fabrications in comparable detail. They are marked by persistent chronological distortion, manipulative paraphrase, and self-contradiction. Allegations are made, withdrawn, and continue to reappear. Inconvenient information is obscured in footnotes and contradicted in the text. ‘Guilt’, particularly in a homosexual context, is suggested by association and innuendo. Speculation is unrestrained and rated above documented fact. Eliot’s specific denial of a homosexual reading of The Waste Land is quoted and dismissed. He would have been guilty either way. Unknown and unknowable thoughts are detailed with novelistic assurance. Literary texts are consistently misread as direct transcriptions of experience. Eliot is Prufrock. Emily Hale is La Figlia che Piange. Vivienne is the woman in ‘Hysteria’ – and the ‘gorgon’ (which gorgon?) in The Waste Land. Verdenal is Phlebas and the hyacinth girl. Maybe Eliot himself is the hyacinth girl. Speculative readings masquerade as biographical data. This is barely justifiable vis-à-vis Vivienne’s unsophisticated fiction. It is an unpardonable strategy for Eliot’s oeuvre, where personal experience is one of many germinating sources for an infinitely more complex whole. This biography has qualities reminiscent of a modernist text. All time is synchronous, eternally present and unredeemable. All poems are one poem and that poem is Vivienne and Eliot’s biography.


The text is littered with substantive errors, minor misprints, and misnumbered footnotes. Ben Johnson, San Sodoma (the well-known Renaissance artist), The Ordeal of Gilbert Penfold, Sophocles’s Philoctes, the murder of Hieronymo’s children... Perhaps they are forgivable in such a long book. The labour that has gone into it is vast. It is radically undermined by authorial bias and its concomitant strategies. The entire task remains to be done again.


* * *


Painted Shadow has been welcomed by critics. They have accepted Seymour-Jones’s allegations largely without question. Their enthusiasm is directly proportionate to their dislike of Eliot. Jonathan Bate, who has written against Eliot in the past, chose the biography as his Book of the Year for The Sunday Times because it is ‘scrupulously documented’ and ‘reveals what Eliot had to hide’. Other reviewers write with less restraint. Peter Conrad relishes the ‘fuck-flat’, where Eliot entertained ‘a succession of ephebes in sailor suits’, and his habitual use of rouge, lipstick and eyeshadow. He misquotes Eliot as saying of his marriage that it was like a Dostoevsky novel (‘written by Middleton Murry’ is the telling omitted addendum).


Tom Paulin goes further. ‘The Eliots were snobbish right-wing fascists’ (Seymour-Jones herself tells us that Eliot warned Pound against Mosley – but Paulin isn’t listening). Not only did Eliot use Vivienne ‘as bait to further his career’. He ‘had a pathological hatred of women and wasn’t simply a misogynist but a potential murderer who wanted to do his wife in’. Paulin follows Seymour-Jones in confusing fact and fiction – in The Family Reunion, he says, ‘Vivienne [a new character, evidently] is described as “a restless shivering painted shadow”’. The book is ‘brilliant, deeply researched, utterly compelling’.


Humphrey Carpenter believes Seymour-Jones argues ‘pretty conclusively’ that Eliot was ‘fundamentally gay’, and that Russell’s liaison with Vivienne is ‘familiar to anyone who... remembers Ackroyd’s book’ (which denies a sexual liaison, as Seymour-Jones herself admits). It is a ‘remarkable book’.


Ray Monk calls it ‘a superbly well-researched biography’.


The gullible carelessness of the reviewers is dismaying. Many pick up and repeat the supposed diagnosis of Vivienne’s pre-marital instability as ‘moral insanity’. ‘Moral insanity’ is a term Seymour-Jones borrows from Sir George Savage – who treated Virginia Woolf – and then applies to Vivienne without any justification: ‘Rosa [her mother] believed that Vivienne suffered from “moral insanity”.’ Many accept the idea that the marriage was an escape from two domineering mothers. Seymour-Jones has an inexplicably violent hatred of mothers, almost worthy of the shoddy psychoanalysis she continually draws on. Her presentation of both Rosa Haigh-Wood and Charlotte Eliot is painfully unpleasant. Yet Eliot’s feelings for his mother are steady and profound (he signs one letter in 1929, ‘with infinite love. You are much in my thoughts’). Rosa, who is supposed to have forbidden Vivienne’s first engagement to Charles Buckle, did nothing of the sort. She agreed when Buckle’s mother stopped the liaison, and made no objection when it was resumed.


Everyone accepts Eliot’s homosexuality. In Seymour-Jones’s handling it is based on a long, sentimental recreation of Eliot’s relationship with Jean Verdenal, his ‘loved one’, his ‘lost love’, with whom he had a ‘predominantly homosexual... gay relationship’, an ‘obsession’ which caused ‘intense anguish’ at his early death. Anyone reading the letters from Verdenal to Eliot, which are all given in the first volume of the Letters, will be surprised to find something very different from Seymour-Jones’s Mills and Boonish selective paraphrase. They are typical letters for young adolescent friends sharing intellectual interests – alert, wide-ranging, a little impersonal (‘Cher ami, je vous serre la main’). Eliot’s alleged distress at the death of his ‘loved one’ is slightly diminished by the only letter referring to it: ‘The news is that I am to be at Highgate School... that I am rewriting my thesis, that my wife has been very ill, that I have been taken up with worries of finance and Vivien’s health, that my friend Jean Verdenal has been killed, that nothing has been seen of Armstrong...’ List and sentence end in a stanza of very unfunereal Bolo doggerel. All the other specifically raised homosexual liaisons – Massine, German Jack, Ritchie, the unnamed ‘sailors’ – have no documentary foundation.


Hermione Lee is the only reviewer to note ‘minor factual errors’, but they are trivial. To her credit, she alone attempts to present both cases, for and against Eliot, and deals well with the canard that Eliot had an affair with Massine. Other allegations pass without question. And yet the flat in which Eliot is supposed to have entertained his gay young ephebes was visited by Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey, the Sitwells, St John and Mary Hutchinson and Roger Fry. Vivienne herself used to go and write there. The much-trumpeted green make-up was, according to Valerie Eliot, treatment for a skin complaint. Eliot’s horror of the ‘hearty female stench’ and consequent impotence (frequently canvassed by Seymour-Jones and widely accepted) is contradicted by Eliot’s own poem, ‘Dedication to My Wife,’ Valerie, which celebrates ‘The breathing in unison / Of lovers whose bodies smell of each other.’


The Eliots’ life together, and its reception, are riddled with ironies. Vivienne – who was no virgin when she married, who ran off to a lover in Rome, who flirted with their mutual friend Scofield Thayer before her marriage, and again while Eliot was in America in 1915, and tried to see him while Eliot was ill in Lausanne – escapes censure. Eliot, who left Vivienne to live in monastically ascetic, cell-like rooms, who could make nothing more of his long-standing friendships with Eleanor Hinkley and Emily Hale, and who finally married ten years after Vivienne’s death and seven before his own, is roundly condemned for every conceivable sexual irregularity. Valerie Eliot, who persuaded her husband, against his will, to allow the publication of his letters, and who has worked indefatigably to collect them and prepare them for publication, is condemned for a conspiracy of silence. Her caution and Eliot’s reserve are understandable, when we see what can be done by a maliciously misrepresentative biography.






 Our Bold
T S Eliot’s Alleged Hysteria

 In Areté Issue 7, Winter 2001, Ann Pasternak Slater reviewed Carole Seymour-Jones’s biography of Vivienne Eliot. Negatively. The main thrust of her criticism was Seymour-Jones’s tendency to confuse chronology and conflate biographical facts and literary output. And to suppress inconvenient evidence. (A recent Times Literary Supplement In Brief notice of her biography of Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir suggests that nothing in Seymour-Jones’s ‘methodology’ has changed.)


On p 486 of her Vivienne Eliot biography, Painted Shadow, Seymour-Jones paraphrases and describes a letter from Eliot to Lady Ottoline Morrell about his feelings for Vivienne. The letter is dated 14 March 1933. It is in the Harry Ransom Center in Austin, Texas, in the Ottoline Morrell correspondence. Areté found it fascinating.


First, Carole Seymour-Jones’s account of the letter. ‘To Ottoline he wrote that he would prefer never to see Vivienne again, arguing that it could do no good to a woman to live with a man to whom she was “morally unpleasant”, as well as physically repugnant. The heavily scored underlinings and crossings-out in this letter from Eliot, normally the neatest of correspondents, bears witness to the strength of his feelings.’ This is all misleading. The impression conveyed by Seymour-Jones is of a man at the end of his tether – the calligraphic mayhem an index of Eliot’s turmoil.


This is not the case.


There are no underlinings. The letter is typewritten. There is one deletion, and one handwritten insertion, in a sentence referring to the advantages of a break from Vivienne. The word Eliot uses in this insertion is ‘physically indifferent’, not ‘repugnant’. The one deleted phrase is indeed heavily obliterated. However, it can be inferred from the indentations on the reverse. The text runs as follows: ‘I do not believe that it can be good for any woman to live with a man to whom she is morally [deleted: , as well as physically, unpleasant] [inserted by hand: in the larger sense, unpleasant, as well as physically indifferent. But I am quite aware of putting my own interests first.]’


There is one very minor stylistic adjustment in the next sentence, replacing ‘not only’ by ‘not’.


The major part of the letter criticises Bertrand Russell – a fact that Seymour-Jones oddly omits. Eliot begins by noting his initial admiration for Russell, but continues: ‘he has done Evil without being big enough or conscious enough to Be evil.’ However, Eliot adds, his disillusion with Russell contributed to his own conversion. He is anxious to arrange the separation so as not to injure Vivienne’s vanity. This is the temperate note on which his letter concludes.



Readers who remember Seymour-Jones’s book will be puzzled, since her paraphrase of the letter imports a skip-load of material into Eliot’s letter – which basically becomes a land-fill site into which she fly-tips her unwarranted assumptions.


What seems like a summary of the content of Eliot’s letter is in fact complete speculation. But there is no indication that this is the case.


Everything in bold corresponds to nothing in Eliot’s text.


‘The heavily scored underlinings and crossings-out in this letter from Eliot, normally the neatest of correspondents, bears witness to the strength of his feelings. In his Calvinist eyes Vivienne’s flesh was corrupt as a result of her carnal sins, and he judged her harshly. Judge/witch, doctor/patient, husband/wife, were patriarchal oppositions in which male/female power was ill-matched, whether the woman’s “sin” was her supposed league with the devil, her wilful womb, or her adultery. As Eliot split off his idealisation of the Virgin, or an asexual “woman in white” – a role into which Emily Hale was forced to fit – from Vivienne – viewed as a whore, temptress and Eve – her fate was sealed. Like the women of Canterbury in Murder in the Cathedral (1935) who invite rape, Vivienne had in his eyes consented to “the horror of the ape”, and was “violated”. Like these women, all women, the “living worms” of original sin lay coiled in her guts.’






 David Hare
Death of a Salesman: Manhattan 1965

 I managed to see my own New York just before it vanished. Of course I’m sure that’s what everyone feels, but I was lucky enough to go for the first time in the mid-60s. The city described by Richard Yates and Sloan Wilson lived on. People drank martinis and men wore hats to work. I was 18 and was often given the Daily Special, free of charge, in a mid-town bar by a Irish waitress whose heart had been moved by a painfully thin student with an unusual accent. Most days she served Irish stew, or shepherd’s pie, in portions much larger than I was accustomed to at home. A free beer came with it too. Can you imagine that happening today? On Sixth Avenue and 44th?


I’d gone to America with my old friend Roger. I’d done one term’s teaching at a school in Surrey, optimistically hoping to finance four months’ stay in the US. By the time we’d left the beaches of California and swung through the South, passing through the wreckage of the police response to the civil rights movement, and paying a courtesy call on Governor Wallace in Montgomery, Alabama, I had scarcely a dollar left. Somehow we found a place to stay – on the Lower East Side, which was by no means the glamorous quartier it is now. In fact I saw my first dead body there, stabbed in the back, lying halfway across the sidewalk, the blood running down into the gutter. We were given bunks, six to a room, in a youth hostel which was suspiciously cheaper than any other in the city. It turned out there was a reason. The warden was a paedophile.


There was no way for me to know whether that summer’s heat and humidity were unusual, but they were certainly asphyxiating. I’d never been anywhere where the temperature didn’t seem to drop at night. It was hard to sleep, and by day it was hard to move. My most urgent need was to get a job. In those days, before you visited the States, they handed out green cards to the English like jelly beans so there was no legal reason why I shouldn’t be employed. But salaries or wages were out of the question. The only available short-term employment was on commission and that meant selling.


Every morning I would report to an office on Third Avenue where all the salesmen would be given an inspirational talk before setting out on the day’s work, taking vacuum cleaners door-to-door. You got a free doughnut and a cup of coffee, so I never missed it. Every day it was explained to us that it was not enough to sell the basic Electrolux. For some extra dollars, the client could buy something called a power nozzle, which, we were told, made the machine even more effective. It was part of the daily uplift to tell us that we should not be ashamed of trying to push the case for the more expensive nozzle. ‘Think of it this way’, the instructor would say, ‘If you fail to sell it, you’re depriving the client of a valuable nozzle. You’re depriving America of nozzles.’


I’d seen enough movies to know that this kind of speech had already been parodied a thousand times, but there was something splendid about a man – I think he was even called Art – who could deliver it entirely without self-consciousness. Anyway, I was in no position to sneer, because I was the world’s worst vacuum salesman. It was not just that I found it embarrassing. It was also that, when I was lucky enough to get inside anyone’s apartment, I accidentally referred to the machine as a Hoover, which I wrongly believed was the generic name for any machine which sucks up dust. I’d been calling my product a Hoover for some days before a bewildered woman, well into her seventies, corrected me. ‘What you’re selling’s an Electrolux. Hoover’s your opposition.’


The city was divided up on a grid among Electrolux salesmen, and you didn’t stray onto other peoples’ territory without their permission. Because I arrived last, I got the least promising. I spent every day in the insufferable heat up on the Upper East Side, knocking on every single door in every single building around 93rd and 94th. What struck me first was how dark the apartments were. I had always imagined New York as a city of light, and from the cinema especially knew it as a place of towering verticals and shimmering silvers. Instead, when you actually started going inside peoples’ homes, you found tiny, cramped little boxes with cream Venetian blinds and ornate table lamps which needed to keep burning all day. Everyone was overlooked.


We had all been taught a particular routine to perform the moment we were through the door. We were instructed to look for the whitest carpet in the place and at once to plug in our machine and run it over the surface. We were told to say ‘You probably think your carpet is clean’, and then dramatically to empty the contents of the vacuum bag over the same white carpet in an impressive pile. The client was meant to be so taken aback by the contents of the bag, sitting like dog-poo on their hitherto pristine rug, that they would sign up on the spot for a new and more effective machine.


I found out the first time I tried it that the exercise was psychologically flawed. For a start, no apartment I ever penetrated had white carpets. Everything seemed to be in a sort of dingy beige or grunge green. And worse, far from being grateful to have their filthiness pointed out to them, most people were horrified. The tactic of saying, ‘You may not think you’re dirty, but you are’ could have been specifically invented as a counter-exercise in how not to sell.


I have a diary in front of me which records that I made my first sale on July 21st, 1965: carpet shampoo bags $9.95. But it remained my only sale for weeks to come. There were breweries in the city, close to our hostel, so I would set off every morning through streets already sopping with the yeasty stink of warm beer, and deliberately divert through the hippyish St Mark’s Place for no other reason but that I associated it with Bob Dylan. I hoped to catch sight of him. I never did. I would then board the subway to spend yet another day selling no Electroluxes. In the evenings Roger and I would eat the unsold food supermarkets gave to the hostel-owner, then head off to see Intolerance, Zoo Story, Krapp’s Last Tape, Les Quartre Cents Coups, La Strada, Bicycle Thieves, Citizen Kane, Les Amants, The Spy Who Came In from the Cold, The Informer, Great Expectations, Darling, Paths of Glory and Sunset Boulevard. At the Village Vanguard we heard Sonny Rollins play several times. Cecil Taylor, too. On each occasion, the admission charge was $1.


This is what I was finding, then: essentially a nineteenth-century city which took its character from the fact that the working class and the immigrants still lived in the middle of it. You could move around, eat in cheap places, stay in cheap hostels, go to cheap shows, because there were lots of people who lived in Manhattan who were far worse off than you were, and who gave the city its character. It wasn’t just the famous racial mix, it was much more a mix of fortune, which made life liveable at the bottom, if never as luxurious as it was at the top. Yes, from the outside, as you looked across, the skyline was all soaring Gershwin and grandeur. But in its interstices, non-vacuum-buying people hung on, finding ways of getting by.


Eventually, in an act of philanthropy which I absolutely associate with American-ness, my senior colleague Mr Baker, who sold four or five Electroluxes a day, gave me a couple of his sales, just so that I would be able to go on living. Baker had been doing the job for 30 years, and he had a notebook with a hand-written record of the state of household machinery within more or less every apartment to the East of the park. He spent as much time updating and consulting the book as he did selling. For him, information was power. He knew when people needed a change.


I lasted about a month, and then headed home to go to university with no inkling that New York would one day become the centre of both my professional and my emotional life. After taking my very young family to live there at the end of the 1970s – two of my children were born within sight of St John the Divine – for years there wasn’t a block of the city that wasn’t charged with sometimes painful significance. This restaurant, that street corner.


When I read Robert Hughes’s book The Shock of the New then I was very struck by his reading of New York as a place of artistic reaction. It was, he points out, the centre of resistance to Picasso and to many of the Twentieth Century’s modernist pioneers. For myself, I continued, in the 1980s, thanks to the heady patronage of Joe Papp, to use the city as a court of appeal. Plays of mine which had suffered a rocky ride in the UK would be acclaimed wholeheartedly by the (as I felt) much more searching American audiences. But even as my work enjoyed a level of approval I had never known at home, I could see that the city was becoming more rigid and stratified. It was moving back to how Edith Wharton described it. You could once more buy your way into society, and therefore into a stifling pre-modernist respectability, by the strategic exercise of that very same philanthropy which had so moved me when it was non-strategic.


You may say that it’s the world which has changed, and not just New York. Proof, if it were needed, is provided by the statement of Jonathan Glanz, the Conservative cabinet member for Housing and Property, who has recently ruled, in chilling Stalinist tones, that living in Westminster is ‘a privilege, not a right’. Has it always been true, that people who create a great city will then be driven from it?






 Moses Raine & Nina Raine
Blue Whale: a Film

 INT. FLAT. LONDON. EVENING.


The ringtone of SKYPE.


A pair of hands at a white Apple laptop: long, elegant, neatly trimmed fingernails. A pool of light from the desk-lamp illuminates them.


We go to the laptop screen. Filled with the Skype ‘window’: headed ‘Ringing...’: no face, just the standard anonymous silhouette.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. NEW YORK. DAY.


A very dusty black laptop: bathed in sunlight, on the floor. ‘Jonty is calling’ flashes up on the laptop screen. The sound of approaching footsteps and a very different pair of hands come down into shot, picking up the laptop.


These hands show the marks of hard labour in the fashion industry: pin scratches, callouses. The fingernails are dirty and on one hand is written ‘5.30’ in biro. They plonk the laptop on a scratched work surface.


Nearby lie some swatches of grubby silk and bits of loose thread.


The right hand dithers on the mousepad and the arrow darts between the three options: answer, decline, chat... while the left hand lies idle, holding a needle and thread between finger and thumb.


A decision is made: answer.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT: LONDON. EVENING.


REVERSE SHOT: we see JONTY’s face – good looking, mid-twenties – gazing into his laptop screen.


JONTY


Where are you...?


I can’t see your face...


JACOB (off camera)


I’ve got a spot...


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. NEW YORK. DAY.


The laptop screen: the image of JONTY’s face fills it, slightly pixellated, looking out at us and JACOB.


JONTY


I miss you... I don’t care.


JACOB: (off camera)


Wait...


The hand sticks the needle and thread into a nearby half-eaten apple.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. LONDON. EVENING.


The laptop screen suddenly jumps from black: and we see JACOB’s pixellated face.


JACOB is also mid-twenties, scruffy, his hair overgrown and dirty, wearing a ratty old t-shirt. He doesn’t make much eye-contact. We can see the room behind him now: sunny, with a big wilting green plant in the background and a tailor’s dummy.


JONTY


 How’s work? Look at me. Stop working. 


JACOB


 I can’t. I’ve got to finish Alex’s wedding dress.


He’s sewing. We go to JONTY’s face.


JONTY


You’ve got a ton of mail here waiting for you.


... Wank for me.


JACOB (Not unkindly)


Oh God, not this again. No.


... I found this amazing scarf in a second-hand store in Brooklyn today, let me show you.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. LONDON. EVENING. 


JONTY 


I’m not interested in the scarf. Wank... I miss you...


 JACOB


I haven’t got time...


 His face on the screen suddenly freezes. 


JONTY


 You’ve frozen... 


Jacob? Can you hear me? 


The screen suddenly goes black: ‘Connection lost’. 


JONTY tries to call again. 


‘Call refused.’


JONTY sighs. Gets up, stretches. Goes over to a table: on it, a pile of mail, addressed to JACOB. JONTY flips through it, stacks it neatly. Then he drifts over to a piano in the corner of the shabby-chic room: also lit by an anglepoise lamp. Starts to play – Pictures at an Exhibition.


CUT TO: EXT. NEW YORK. SKYLINE. DAY.


 SOUNDTRACK: PICTURES AT AN EXHIBITION.


TITLE: ‘BLUE WHALE.’


CUT TO: EXT. BUSTLING BROOKLYN STREET. DAY.


Among the busy passers-by, we pick out MARK: standing, waiting nervously. Long, gangly, ‘fashiony’. JACOB hurriedly makes his way towards him.


MARK


What happened to your phone?


JACOB


No more credit. And I can’t find my card anywhere. I bought you a bagel.


He gives it to him and MARK smiles despite himself. MARK and JACOB look at each other, then MARK reels him in for a big kiss. They come up for air.


MARK


I missed you. I thought you weren’t going to come.


JACOB smiles. They turn and go.


CUT TO: EXT. BROOKLYN STREET. DAY.


A slightly less hectic street.


MARK


Shall I take you to the airport?


JACOB (Abstractedly)


I need to check the time for the flight... can we use your phone? It could be JFK. But it could be that other one...


(MARK shoots him a look which says ‘What are you like?’)


 ... I haven’t packed yet.


 MARK (Laughing) 


What do you need to pack?


JACOB


I need to take the dress, work on it. And I promised I’d take Jonty some stuff.


We see a pained look pass MARK’s face. JACOB doesn’t notice it – he has spotted something on the ground.


CUT TO: EXT. BROOKLYN STREET. DAY.


JACOB squats down, next to a rubbish bag on the street. On the pavement lies a child’s rubber blue whale: not a modern toy, but a beautifully painted retro creation.


JACOB


Oh my God.


(He inspects it without touching it)


Don’t you love it? That’s amazing.


He carefully picks it up, looks at it close to.


MARK


It’s so cool... why would you throw that away...


But JACOB isn’t listening: he is looking fascinated, at the toy whale.


We come in close, travel around the whale, with JACOB’s and MARK’s faces blurrily in the background.


MUSIC: Debussy’s La Mer.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT: NEW YORK. DAY.


JACOB, half-dressed, is chaotically packing, while MARK watches. MARK does up his shoelaces while JACOB squishes a few more random possessions into his bag.


MARK (Looking at his watch) 


Jacob... come on.


 JACOB


 Yeah. In a minute.


JACOB turns and picks up a plugged-in iron nearby, starts to ‘iron’ his hair, straightening it.


MARK


 What happened to your hair-straighteners? 


JACOB


 Broken.


He stops ironing his hair, looks around for something, sees it. He picks up the blue whale from where it is carefully placed: on top of the television set. He puts it in his bag. MARK watches, but doesn’t say anything.


CUT TO INT. TAXI. NEW YORK. DAY.


JACOB and MARK sit in the back of the taxi, surrounded by heavy traffic. JACOB has opened his bag on his lap and is rooting through it.


JACOB


My fucking e-ticket...where did I put it...?


In the open bag, the whale is visible. JACOB scrabbles around it.


MARK


...Why are you taking the whale?


(JACOB doesn’t answer. He finds the e-ticket, takes it out of the bag.)


You can’t give it to him.


Are you going to give it to him?


JACOB turns and looks at MARK.


JACOB


If I’m going to dump him, I want to give him the whale. If I don’t, I won’t.


MARK


What do you mean, ‘if I don’t’? You said you were going to dump him. You don’t love him anymore.


JACOB


 So I’ll give him the whale. 


The traffic starts to move again.


 CUT TO: INT. JFK. DAY.


JACOB and MARK stand at departures. Long shot. They kiss goodbye. JACOB struggles off – he’s carrying lots of plastic bags as well as his zip-up bag. MARK watches him go.


CUT TO: INT. AEROPLANE. DAY.


JACOB sits. The plane is mid-flight. The noise of the engine. He takes a swig of water from a plastic bottle, finishes it, screws the top back on. Looks out of the window.


CUT TO: INT. AEROPLANE. DAY.


The plane is coming in to land. Jacob fiddles with his hair. Looks at his empty water bottle on his lap. The bottle is concertina-ing with the added air-pressure. It has become a crumpled twist of plastic. JACOB folds his arms into himself. Shuts his eyes.


CUT TO: INT. HEATHROW AIRPORT. DAY.


JACOB emerges out of customs. JONTY is waiting at the barrier. He hugs JACOB fervently.


CUT TO: INT. JONTY’S CAR. DAY.


JONTY is talking enthusiastically. JACOB looks out of the window.


MUSIC: Pictures at an Exhibition.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT: LONDON.


JACOB is standing in the same room where we saw the Apple laptop before. He looks around him.


JONTY (out of shot) 


... I got us tickets for Verklärte Nacht... I’ve got to interview the conductor in Paris... 


(JACOB says nothing)


Oy! Come in here...


JACOB walks out of frame. The sound of running water.


CUT TO: INT. BATHROOM. EVENING.


JONTY is standing naked apart from his shirt by the side of the running bath. He strips, starts to get in. JACOB sits on the lavatory, watching.


JONTY


Get in with me... come on... you need a good wash.


JACOB stays sitting on the lavatory.


JACOB


I got you a present. I think you’re going to really like it.


He goes out of the bathroom. JONTY sticks his feet out of the tub, looks at them.


CUT TO: INT. BATHROOM. EVENING.


JACOB has dragged his bag into the bathroom and is pulling out various random possessions, hunting around. Finally he pulls out the whale. Gives it to JONTY. JONTY’s face breaks into a grin.


JONTY


 ... I love it. 


CUT TO: INT. BEDROOM. NIGHT. 


JACOB is getting into bed. He keeps his boxers on.


JONTY is packing his briefcase. He gathers together clippings on the conductor, puts in a dictaphone.


CUT TO: INT. BEDROOM. NIGHT. 


JONTY lies in bed. JACOB lies next to him. 


JONTY 


Kiss me.


 (Pause. JACOB doesn’t move.)


Jacob?


 JACOB


 I can’t.


 JONTY 


Why can’t you kiss me?


 JACOB


Because I love someone else.


JONTY is silent. Then he sits up in bed.


JONTY


What do you mean?


CUT TO: INT. WORKSHOP. NEW YORK. DAY.


MARK is standing over a roll of silk. He makes a nick in the side of it with some scissors. Then, with one brisk move, he tears the silk in half.


CUT TO: INT. BEDROOM. NIGHT.


The light is now switched on and JONTY is out of bed, in his boxers. JACOB watches him, sitting up in bed.


JONTY


I’ve been waiting for you for eight fucking months. Why didn’t you tell me?


JACOB


 I don’t know. 


JONTY 


You’re such a fucking coward. 


(Beat)


 Who is he?


JACOB


 Mark.


 JONTY


 Who the fuck is Mark? 


(Beat)


Is this why you weren’t answering your phone? 


JACOB 


No. My credit ran out. 


JONTY


Have you slept with him?


(Beat)


How could you sleep with him and then sleep with me?


JACOB


I’m not going to sleep with you.


Beat


JONTY


You can’t leave me. I’m not going to let you.


He takes JACOB in his arms. JACOB passively allows him to. JONTY starts to cry.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. LONDON. MORNING.


JACOB is getting dressed. JONTY lies in bed, his back facing us. JACOB looks at him. Leaves the room. We see JONTY’s eyes are open.


CUT TO: EXT. STREET: LONDON. MORNING.


 JACOB walks down the street. He is holding a dress bag.


 CUT TO: EXT. STREET: LONDON. MORNING. 


JACOB stands on the doorstep of a Georgian townhouse. A girl answers the door, hugs him.


CUT TO: INT. BASEMENT FLAT. LONDON. DAY.


JACOB is pinning the dress onto the girl. We see that it is a wedding dress.


JACOB


I had to fit it on me so I’m really glad it works on you...


GIRL


It’s amazing... I love the shoulders.


She preens.


JACOB


I’ll take it back to New York and when I’ve finished it I’ll Fedex it back to you.


GIRL


 I don’t want to take it off. 


She reluctantly does so.


 JACOB 


Just don’t put on any weight, please. Just stay the same. 

GIRL


 I will. I promise. 


Now only in her pants, she hugs him. 


CUT TO: INT. KING’S CROSS, LONDON. DAY.


JONTY is getting onto the Eurostar. He finds his seat. Sits down. Gets out clippings on the conductor. Tries to read them. He can’t concentrate – pushes them aside, looks out of the window as the train starts to move. Gets the whale out of his bag, puts it on the table. Looks at it.


MUSIC – Verklärte Nacht. 


CUT TO: INT. HEATHROW AIRPORT. DAY.


Long shot: we see the small figure of JACOB, at departures: alone, now. Again, he is weighed down with many plastic bags as well as his bag. He goes through passport control, struggling with his many bags.


CUT TO: INT. JFK. DAY.


MARK waits for JACOB at arrivals. JACOB emerges, approaches MARK with his trolley. They hug.


MARK


Did you give him the whale?


JACOB


Yes.


They go off together, MARK pushing the trolley.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. NEW YORK. NIGHT.


JACOB and MARK lie in bed together. MARK is snuggled into JACOB, asleep: JACOB is looking out into the darkness.


We hear the noise of whale-song.


CUT TO: INT. HOTEL. PARIS. EVENING.


JONTY lets himself into his hotel room. Dumps his briefcase. Sits on the side of the bed. He switches on the television, flicks through a few channels. Halts on a nature documentary.


COMMENTARY (V.O.)


‘... Hundreds of miles away, its fellow mate responds. These noises travel for thousands of kilometres. The exact purpose of the call is not known...but there is no denying its beauty...’


CUT TO: INT. HOTEL ROOM. NIGHT. 


JONTY lies in bed in the dark. He looks up at the ceiling.


 JONTY (Whispering)


 Jacob...


 CUT TO: INT. WORKSHOP, NEW YORK. DAY.


JACOB is at work. He is pinning cloth around a tailor’s dummy. Around him, the workshop is full of industry. The chief designer comes over. Adjusts the draping on the cloth. They look at it, critically.


CUT TO: EXT. NEW YORK STREET. DAY.


 JACOB emerges from work, lights a cigarette. Hails a cab.


 CUT TO: EXT. NEW YORK STREET. DAY. 


MARK is walking along, on the phone. 


MARK


 I’ve booked us a table at Nobu. 


CUT TO: INT. CAB. NEW YORK. DAY. 


JACOB is in the cab, on the phone. 


JACOB


 You star. I haven’t eaten all day, I’m starving. I’ll be there in...


 (He checks his watch) 


... twenty minutes.


 (He smiles) 


Hold on.


 (He looks at the phone. His smile fades.) 


I’ll call you back.


 (He switches calls. Beat. A change in temperature.)


 Hi.


 CUT TO: EXT. PARIS STREET. DAY. 


JONTY is on his mobile.


 JONTY 


Wait. Just listen to what I want to say. 


CUT TO: INT. TAXI: NEW YORK. DAY.


JACOB, silent, the phone next to his ear.


CUT TO: EXT. PARIS STREET. DAY.


JONTY


I know what you want. But I have to have you in my life, even if it’s just like this. I can’t not talk to you.


CUT TO: INT. TAXI. NEW YORK. DAY. 


JACOB, still silent, listening.


 CUT TO: EXT. PARIS STREET. DAY.


 JONTY


Even if you’re in love with him, even if you’re sleeping with him, even if you’re on your way to see him now, I know that if I let go of you we’ll never find each other again.


CUT TO: INT. TAXI: NEW YORK. DAY. 


JACOB still listens. But he is crying, silently. 


CUT TO: EXT. PARIS STREET. DAY. 


JONTY


Please say we can still talk to each other. It’s like we’re on a huge ocean... and if we let go of each other... we’ll never find each other again.


CUT TO: EXT. NEW YORK STREET. DAY.


A bird’s eye view: the cab, crawling along.


PAN OUT: EXT. NEW YORK STREET. DAY.


The cab, amongst the other lanes of traffic, many other cabs surrounding it.


JONTY (V.O.)


 (His voice faint and crackly) 


Jacob... can you hear me... 


PAN OUT: EXT. NEW YORK STREET. DAY.


Now we see the length of the street – the cab a tiny speck in the arterial flow.


CUT TO: INT. NEW YORK RESTAURANT. DAY.


Mark waits – high up in a skyscraper. He looks at his watch. Looks out at the sky-line.


INT. TAXI. NEW YORK. DAY.


JACOB takes the phone from his ear, terminates the call.


CUT TO: INT. NEW YORK RESTAURANT. DAY.


JACOB is sitting opposite MARK. He looks around the restaurant. MARK reaches across the table, takes JACOB’s hand.


MARK


What?


JACOB


Nothing. I was just thinking... there’s no one in the world I’d rather having sitting opposite me.


He takes a sip of Diet Coke.


CUT TO: INT. NEW YORK FLAT. NIGHT.


MARK lies in bed. JACOB is up and working on the dress we saw before, pinning it to his tailor’s dummy.


MARK


Come to bed.


JACOB


I’ve got to finish this for tomorrow. I’ve got to Fedex it then or it won’t get there in time.


MARK sighs, stretches out in bed.


CUT in time TO: INT. NEW YORK FLAT. NIGHT.


JACOB is intent at work on the dress. MARK is now fast asleep. JACOB stretches his back, carries on working.


CUT TO: INT. PARISIAN HOTEL. MORNING.


JONTY gets in the lift.


He goes down two floors, heads to the breakfast room. It is virtually empty apart from a few solitary business men and three grey-haired couples. He chooses some cereal, takes a croissant, selects a table. Sits. In front of him stand a row of three tiny pots of jam. From his briefcase, he gets out the whale, looks at it in his hand.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. NEW YORK. NIGHT.


Jacob has nearly finished the wedding dress. Dawn is beginning to break. He surveys the dress with satisfaction. His phone bleeps with a text message. He goes over to read it.


CLOSE UP ON: the text, which fills the screen.


‘I’m sitting here having breakfast with the whale.’


JACOB scrolls down to read the second half of the text.


‘I know everything’s going to be all right because I’ve got the whale.’


JACOB stands there, looking at the text.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. NEW YORK. DAY.


MARK has woken up, gets up from the bed, blearily. JACOB is nowhere to be seen. MARK pads through the flat.


MARK


... Jacob?


(He finds JACOB sitting curled up in a ball on the floor by the window. The dress is hung up from a hook on the wall.)


... Did you finish the dress?


 JACOB


 Yeah.


 MARK looks at him. JACOB is crying.


MARK


Why are you crying?


JACOB


Because I can’t be with you.


MARK


Why?


JACOB


Because I can’t leave him.


Pause


MARK


But you gave him the whale.


JACOB


I know.


CUT TO: EXT. NEW YORK STREET. DAY.


MARK walks along the street, his eyes full of tears. He tries to cross the road. A steady stream of yellow cabs – it’s impossible.


VOICE OVER


‘... Dwarfed by the vast expanse of the open ocean, the biggest animal that has ever lived on our planet...’


MARK gives up, stands still. Passers-by eye him curiously as he stands in the flow of human traffic.


CUT TO: INT. FLAT. NEW YORK. DAY.


JACOB is standing in his boxers in front of a mirror. He tries on the wedding-dress. Pulls at it, critically. Looks at his reflection.


VOICE OVER


‘... Over 30 metres long, weighing over 200 tonnes, far bigger than even the biggest dinosaur...’


CUT TO: INT. NEW YORK FLAT. DAY.


MARK, alone in his flat, watching television.


VOICE OVER


‘... its tongue weighs as much as an elephant, some of its blood vessels are so wide that you could swim down them...’


Close up on MARK’s face, watching.


Close up on the TV screen: footage of the whale.


CUT TO: INT. PARISIAN HOTEL. DAY.


JONTY sits, finishing his breakfast: the whale sits on the table opposite him, as if it is his breakfast companion.


VOICE OVER


 ‘... and its heart is the size of a car.’ 


JONTY looks at the whale – smiles. 


CUT TO: EXT. OCEAN. DAY.


A whale, in the ocean, the surf rolling over its body. We feel its enormity: its huge black back coming to the surface, arching and rolling back down again as it sinks.


VOICE OVER


‘These voices of the deep mean something. But we can only wonder at these long haunting calls.


Maybe – they are love songs from far away. 


Maybe – they’re just saying... 


I’m out here, and everything’s OK.’


The whale’s heart-shaped tail is the final thing to sink down into the sea. Then it is gone.


MUSIC: La Mer.






 Graeme Richardson
Wild Goose Chase: Robert Macfarlane's Poetry in Prose

 ‘With so many “cooked-up” books knocking around, I don’t really believe in writing unless one has to’, wrote Bruce Chatwin to his parents on 12 January 1983. This waiting on inspiration was partly a pose – Chatwin in the 80s was cooking the books as vigorously as anyone. But it also signified an understanding of the market by the now-experienced author. He knew what agents and publishers wanted: more of the same, a greater share of the market with creatively diminishing returns – On the White Hill, perhaps, or In Caledonia.


The new book by Robert Macfarlane has a cooked-up feel to it. It’s the third in a ‘loose trilogy about landscape and the human heart’ – and that ‘loose’ is an early warning. So, come to think of it, is ‘landscape and the human heart’. In other words, ‘everything I see and everything I feel’. The more you write about everything, the less you write about something. Macfarlane’s first book, Mountains of the Mind, had a focus sharper than ‘landscape’. It explored the grip of climbing and height on the human imagination, taking him from the Cairngorms and the Alps to the Tian Shan Mountains between Kazakhstan and China. There were memorable passages, even for non-mountaineers. In the Alps he got frostbite in his right-hand:

I looked down at my hands. I had been wearing thin gloves all the way up and, from jabbing them into the ice slope, three fingertips on the right-hand glove had been ripped off. I couldn’t feel those fingers. In fact, I realised with a strange lack of alarm, I couldn’t feel the hand at all. I held it up close to my streaming eyes. The fingertips which were exposed to the air had turned a waxy yellow colour and become transparent, like old cheese. (p 12)

Having reached the summit of the Lagginhorn and returned to his tent he checks his right hand:

I was vaguely relieved only the pads of three fingers were affected, and those not to any serious depth. When I tapped them against the rock they made a hard, hollow sound, like wood knocking on metal. I got my penknife out and started to whittle at them. On the flat grey rock between my knees grew a pile of little iotas of skin. Eventually, when I had whittled down to pink skin, and my fingers had started to hurt at each shave of the knife, I cremated the pile of shavings in the orange flame of a lighter. They went with a crackle and the scent of charred flesh. (p 14)

A former editor of Oxford Poetry, Macfarlane has joked in interviews that he ‘wanted to be a poet’ but wrote ‘shockingly bad poetry’ (Observer, 27 May 2012). But in prose his approach is still that of a poet, wanting ‘precision’, ‘exactitude’, and each sentence ‘will have had between twenty and 100 versions of itself’.


Anyone who’s ever been a twelve-year-old boy will thrill to that hand-whittling scene in the Alps. There’s an easy toughness, a lack of squeamishness and a Bond-like high pain-threshold. Any young bogey-eater or ant-torturer will also understand the peculiar enjoyment of burning dead skin with a lighter. But a poet is also at work. I particularly like those shaved off ‘iotas’; ‘jots’ of skin curled like the Greek letter. They bring to mind Matthew 5:18, ‘not one iota, not one dot of the law’ – a verse, of course, in the Sermon on the Mount. And not far away is Matthew 5:30 – ‘If your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off’.


After the success of Mountains of the Mind, Macfarlane might have moved back to poetry – but publishers clearly wanted more of the same. The Wild Places took him around Britain and Ireland looking for the wild. The same poetic notebook was open: ‘trees standing in their own reflections like playing-card kings.’ But philosophical speculations about place and the human psyche, present in the earlier book, had begun to proliferate: ‘the wild can still return us to ourselves.’ And whilst The Wild Places was just as popular and prize-winning as its predecessor, with some readers Macfarlane was beginning to jar. As a traveller, he had moved from enthusiast to expert, from amateur to professional. The sense of rapture and personal satisfaction in adventure seemed therefore manufactured for the book: cooked-up, perhaps. Kathleen Jamie, in the London Review of Books, demurred from the critical consensus. ‘What’s that coming over the hill? A white, middle-class Englishman! A Lone Enraptured Male! From Cambridge! Here to boldly go, “discovering”, then quelling our harsh and lovely and sometimes difficult land with his civilised lyrical words.’ She admitted that this was prejudice (‘My own forebears were coalminers’) and applauded that intimacy in description which is Macfarlane’s forte. But the very act of Macfarlane travelling and writing made him wickedly neo-colonial:

The danger of this writing style is that there will be an awful lot of ‘I’. If there is a lot of ‘I’ (and there is, in The Wild Places) then it won’t be the wild places we behold, but the author. We see him swimming, climbing, looking, feeling, hearing, responding, being sensitive, and because almost no one else speaks, this begins to feel like an appropriation, as if the land has been taken from us and offered back, in a different language and tone and attitude. Because it’s land we’re talking about, this leads to an unfortunate sense that we’re in the company, however engaging, of another ‘owner’, or if not an owner, certainly a single mediator. (LRB, Vol. 30. No. 5, 6 March 2008)

With this, Jamie is responding not just to Macfarlane’s work, but to a whole genre, a literary bog into which Macfarlane, it seems, has been sucked.


* * *


Rupert Brooke’s party trick at Granchester was to dive naked into the pool at the bottom of his garden and emerge with an instant erection – an excellent metaphor, it seems to me, for a certain type of travel-writing. A posh, boyish adventurer takes rather self-consciously to the wild, finds it refreshing, stripped of bourgeois comfort and convention, and preeningly emerges with something that looks impressive but won’t last.


Bruce Chatwin is the patron saint of this, in Songlines and In Patagonia. The hallmark is a style, both literary and personal, of hard-won ease. Well-researched details will be casually tossed out. Evocation will be self-consciously exact in the Moleskine, but apparently spontaneous in prose. And the personal obstacles of travel – to do with money, say, or hardship – will be shrugged off or ignored altogether. The formula mixes elegance with fervour; extraordinary visions are taken in one’s stride. The aim is to elicit admiration and awe. We admire the elegant presentation: we are awed by the work behind the scenes.


Chatwin’s reputation may have faded slightly, but the genre itself is alive and well. In fact, thanks to cross-market synergy, it’s had a boost. Publishers welcome a film or TV tie-in. Journeys that make books can also make documentaries. And as the easiest narrative frame for any documentary is to show someone going on a ‘journey’ – and not just any journey, but a ‘journey of discovery’ – audiences lap that up. If the outward journey runs parallel to a ‘personal journey’ on the part of traveller, so much the better. The end-product is a book, a TV show, and a DVD with extras, sold internationally. The trend began in 1989, the year of Chatwin’s death, when Michael Palin (posh, boyish adventurer) gave us Around the World in 80 Days. A staple of the TV schedules was born. But after years of comedians in China, actresses in India, chefs just about bloody everywhere, the TV schedules are clogged up with increasingly obvious and hackneyed travelogues. The broadsheet-and-Radio-4 public, tired of Chatwin-lite, hankers once again for Chatwin-deluxe.


This is certainly what they get in Robert Macfarlane’s third book, The Old Ways, subtitled ‘A Journey on Foot’. ‘His tracks take him from the chalk downs of England to the bird islands of the Scottish northwest, and from the disputed territories of Palestine to the sacred landscapes of Spain and the Himalayas... The old ways lead us unexpectedly to the new, and the voyage out is always a voyage inwards.’ Macfarlane does plenty of walking, sailing, cycling, climbing and sleeping in the open-air; we listen wide-eyed with him to stories of killing, of skeletons and corpses; we shiver at ghostly screams and phantom panthers. We see a lot of Macfarlane bumped and bruised, stiff and tired, bare-foot, singing, reciting. We see a lot of him, partly because he so often says, ‘Look at me!’:

Once the first chores had been done I worked my way upstream through brush until I was out of sight of the camp, stripped off, cracked the ice away from the river’s edge and bathed briefly, sluicing off the day’s sweat. ‘You Brits are all the same’ said Jon, when I returned, faintly blue around the mouth and lips, but happy. (p 274)

Like Chatwin’s, Macfarlane’s journeys are wonderfully researched. I was gripped by his knowledge of Doggerland, for example, the drowned world off the Suffolk coast; and by the history of Chanctonbury Ring on the South Downs. Etymologically, he’s full of fun facts. I hadn’t previously understood that ‘saunter’ comes ‘from the French sans terre, which is a contraction of a la sainte terre, meaning “to the sacred place”; i.e. “a walking pilgrimage”’ (p 212).


We don’t easily forget that the traveller is also a scholar: Macfarlane’s mind is nothing if not well-stocked. ‘The ornithologist W H Hudson pioneered a pastoral psychogeography... waiting for what he called “the charm of the unknown”’ (p 20); ‘Thomas possesses a pair of what Keats once called “patient sublunary legs”’ (p 25); ‘After twenty miles, you’re wall-eyed, inanely watching loops on what John Hillaby called the “skull cinema”’ (p 28); ‘He exemplifies what Robert Lowell once called “the grace of accuracy’” (p 103); ‘We passed through what the philosopher William James once called “roomy” darkness’ (p 132); ‘the atmosphere resembled what Pytheas enigmatically called “a sea-lung” (pneumon thalassios)’ (p 133); ‘My grandfather... had a habit of turning up in history at what Eric Hobsbawm called “interesting times”’ (p 186); ‘Helen [Thomas] thrilled to the atavism of what she called “the ancient ways’” (p 312) – and so on.


All this reading turns out some slightly self-conscious fine writing:

I was walking in a stormlight that made the linseed pulse a hot green, and turned the barely ripened barley fields to red and gold sand. Dark shoals of rooks over the woods, and billows of rain like candle-blacking dropped into water... For much of that morning I led a charmed life: monsoon squalls sliding by to east and west. Then, just after noon, a big storm caught me. Yellow sun-flare, dulling to sepia. Rain drilling the earth. The path a river, gathering the water into a torrent that rinsed the chalk white again. A brisk summer hailstorm. Then rain again, so hard and fast that it appeared as cylinders rather than drops, as if I were seeing through reeded glass, and at last sun again and the air repristinated. I sheltered in a copse of ash, oak and high-trunked beeches, and ruefully considered Hippolyte Taine’s pastoral claim that ‘the first music of England’ is to be heard in ‘the fine patter of rain on the oak trees’. That morning, there was nothing musical to the rain. It was military: weather war. (p 307-308)

Here, certainly, is a very pleased Rupert Brooke emerging from his pond. ‘Repristinated.’ The call of the frustrated poet can be heard in all those internal rhymes and echoes. We have ‘stormlight’ mirrored by ‘linseed’, with a third chiming spondee at ‘hot green’. We have ‘barely ripened barley’, followed shortly by ‘billows’; we have ‘rooks over the woods’; ‘monsoon’ and ‘Noon’; ‘dulling’ and ‘drilling’; ‘path’ and ‘gathering’. Some of the similes work: I like how the rain becomes a sort of engine, with ‘hard and fast’ cylinders pumping away. I like ‘reeded glass’, and I can also see ‘candle-blacking dropped into water’, though I’m not that sure exactly what ‘candle-blacking’ is (I’m thinking of wax). But I’m less convinced by the ‘military’ rain: ‘weather war’. Alan Partridge’s voice comes into my head.


* * *


Chatwin-loving reviewers have praised all this to the skies. Macfarlane is, according to William Dalrymple, ‘capable of out-writing almost any other prose stylist of his generation’. Dalrymple sees Macfarlane as part of a new wave of travel-writers, with ‘writers as diverse as Pankaj Mishra, William Fiennes, Suketu Mehta, Rory Stewart and Peter Hessler’, each of whom has produced a ‘masterwork’. That appellation of ‘diverse’ belongs very much to the Age of Cameron. There are five writers listed, and all of them are chaps. The two Britons, Fiennes and Stewart, are Old Etonians, one a Tory MP. One of the Indians (Pankaj Mishra) is at the heart of the literary establishment, the son-in-law of Sir Ferdinand Mount (also OE), and recently the LRB-appointed Lord High Liberal Basher of That Thatcherite Scrunt Niall Ferguson. The American (Hessler) came to Oxford from Princeton on a Rhodes Scholarship. Dalrymple (Ampleforth and Trinity, Cambridge, son of Sir Hew Hamilton-Dalrymple) has not, perhaps, got the keenest eye for diversity. But this is the galaxy of stars in which Macfarlane (Nottingham High School, Cambridge and Oxford) shines so brightly.


Why is this lack of diversity important? Travel-writing isn’t the House of Commons; it doesn’t have to be representative. Getting to far-flung corners of the earth is a privilege; naturally it’s the privileged who get to do it. But British privilege is surely more complicated than that. The posh, boyish adventurer has form, and he wasn’t invented by Chatwin. One phase of his existence came to an end in Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s The Worst Journey in the World, recounting Robert Falcon Scott’s Antarctic Expedition of 1910-1913. Robyn Davidson has called it ‘the last great work arising out of the heroic ideal’. Heroic, and also hubristic. Scott’s tragedy foreshadowed the much larger tragedy of the Great War. After that, a slightly less certain traveller emerged. But confidence seems to be rising again. Travel-writing now, by the grandsons and great-grandsons of British diplomats and generals, too often sounds like the last stand of the Empire’s Officer Class. Where the map once was pink, they return with purple prose. And writing about England sounds nostalgic again. It’s the conquest of nature now, of course, not the conquest of people. But even nature can’t quite absolve us of imperial longings.


The journey outward may also be a journey inward, and that’s fine. But, with publication, the journey inward becomes outward again – to us, the readers. Description becomes rhetoric; reportage morphs into a sort of preaching; particular experience is employed to illustrate universal truths. And then those who are not from the officer class, who will never be posh, boyish adventurers, might start to quibble, finding those truths not so universal.


In his previous books, Macfarlane was susceptible to universal truths about mountains and wildness. Now Macfarlane is susceptible to universal truths about walking. Claude Lévi-Strauss once wrote (in Tristes Tropiques) that ‘platitudes take shape as revelations once the audience is assured that the speaker has sanctified them by travelling to the other side of the globe’. Here are many platitudes hoping to be revelations. They alternate so swiftly between the dubious and the obvious that the reader’s response may well just switch between ‘Oh yeah?’ and ‘So what?’

Humans are animals and like all animals we leave tracks as we walk: signs of passage made in snow, sand, mud, grass, dew, earth or moss... We easily forget that we are track-makers, though, because most of our journeys now occur on asphalt and concrete – and these are substances not easily impressed. (p 13)

Oh yeah? Ever driven over a pothole? Ever cycled down a road so rutted and riven that you seem to be operating not a bicycle but a pneumatic drill? Ever been held up by roadworks? Of course you have.


‘Different paths have different characteristics, depending on geology and purpose.’ (p 14)


And?


‘For paths run through people as surely as they run through places.’ (p 27)


Well, no, they don’t, not ‘as surely’: otherwise that wouldn’t be the sort of Nietzschean inversion you intend us to admire.


But on the inversions go: ‘We are adept, if occasionally embarrassed, at saying what we make of places – but we are far less good at saying what places make of us.’


Well, yes. Imagine the narcissist who won’t say ‘that’s a beautiful view’, preferring instead some remarks on what it does to him. Actually, you don’t have to imagine that narcissist – he’s right beside you: ‘For some time now it has seemed to me that the two questions we should ask of any strong landscape are these: firstly, what do I know when I am in this place that I can know nowhere else? And then, vainly, what does this place know of me that I cannot know of myself?’


I, I, I; me, I, myself. Macfarlane is indeed a charming companion, often enlightening, often funny, but there is an awful lot of him. Jamie finds this first-person neo-colonial; but Macfarlane is too muddled to be that menacing. ‘From my heel to my toe is a measured space of 29.7 centimetres or 11.7 inches. This is a unit of progress and it is also a unit of thought.’


Really? As in ‘It took me 8 feet 7 inches to do my Sudoku this morning’; or maybe ‘Thinking of you, with 6-and-a-half inches’? No, Macfarlane really means that thinking is walking and walking is thinking: ‘Nietzsche was typically absolute on the subject – “Only those thoughts which come from walking have any value”.’ Really? Never mind, benighted reader, Dr Macfarlane will explain it all for you.


‘The idea that walking might be thinking or that feet might know are, at first encounter, foreign and puzzling.’


True.


‘We don’t tend to imagine the foot as an expressive or perceptive appendage.’


Indeed.


‘The foot lacks the versatility of the hand.’


Yes – look, I ought to be going...


‘It has that irreversible big toe: the best it can do by way of grip is a clumsy scissor action with the second toe.'


Is that the time?


‘The foot feels more of a prosthesis, there to carry us about, not to interpret or organise the world for us.’


What about people with prosthetic feet? They’re surely right to think that.


‘We speak of manipulation but never of pedipulation.’


That’s because ‘pedipulation’ sounds like the grooming of young girls on Facebook.


What those brief thoughts from an early chapter (‘Path’) imply is a mystical or spiritual frame of mind. By contrast with his grandfather, Macfarlane suggests that he is a ‘landscape mystic’. He consistently discerns a reality beyond the material, which nevertheless communicates itself to material humans. And here he gets into the familiar territory of the hopeful Vicar, looking for signs of faith in this increasingly secular world:

‘We have been’ wrote the poet Edmund Blunden, ‘increasingly on pilgrimage.’ We are once again increasingly on pilgrimage. In Spain, mediaeval hostelries on the road to Santiago, closed for centuries, are reopening to cater to the volume of new custom along the Camino. Across Europe a revival is underway, with pilgrimage numbers steadily increasing even as churchgoing figures steadily fall... Indeed, it seemed that every month I had been walking the old ways, I had met or heard tell of someone else setting out on a walk whose purposes exceeded the purely transportational or the simply recreational, and whose destination was in some sense sacred. Thousands of these improvised pilgrimages seemed to be occurring, often unguided by the principles of a major world religion, and of varying levels of seriousness and sanctity. The hinterlands were filling with eccentrics, making their odd journeys in the belief that certain voyages out might become voyages in. (p 235)

Note the archaic, poetic ‘heard tell’; note once again how ‘voyages out’ might be ‘voyages in’; and note, above all, the profoundly Vicar-ish ‘in some sense sacred’. In what sense? How? Isn’t this just modern individualism, the consumer picking and choosing the bits that please, and discarding the (difficult, costly) bits that don’t? The implications of this mysticism aren’t thought-through or developed. Indeed, competent in so many things, with metaphysics Macfarlane seems not to know what he’s doing. Writing later in the book about Nan Shepherd’s book The Living Mountain, he writes:

The book’s prose is both exhilaratingly materialist – thrilled by the alterity of the Cairngorm granite, by a mountain-world which ‘does nothing, absolutely nothing, but be itself’ – and almost animist in its account of how mountain and mind interact.... On the mountain, she wrote, moments occur at which ‘something moves between me and it. Place and a mind may interpenetrate till the nature of both is altered. I cannot tell what this movement is except by recounting it’. (p 193)

Stop me if you’ve heard it before, but I recently came across a lovely Victorian poem by the Reverend T E Brown. It goes like this:

A garden is a lovesome thing, God wot! 

Rose plot, 

Fringed pool,

Fern’d grot— 

The veriest school 

Of peace; and yet the fool

Contends that God is not— 

Not God! in gardens! when the eve is cool?

Nay, but I have a sign; 

‘Tis very sure God walks in mine.

Isn’t that good? The style is both exhilaratingly materialist (rose plot, fring’d pool, fern’d grot) and almost animist in its ‘sure’ sense that the divine has been communicated. God walks in the garden as surely the garden walks in God; and if we walk in the mountains then surely the mountains walk in us. After all, if we drown in the fring’d pool then the fring’d pool drowns in us.


Later on, Macfarlane returns to Nan Shepherd and her spiritual Cairngorms, after a visit to a Buddhist monastery: ‘She had come to practice her own kora, and the Cairngorms had become sacred to her in the materialist sense of being consistently marvellous but also partially explicable.’ (p 280)


Strictly speaking, the materialist sense would be that they were consistently marvellous and wholly explicable. That’s what materialism is. Sitting on summits obviously fits one for sitting on fences too. So many ghosts and hauntings, so many inexpressible feelings and places where language breaks down. Religious language is adopted, emptied of all content, and deployed for aesthetic pleasure. That’s not new, not unusual, and not necessarily invalid. In poems, such a strategy often works. They’re allowed to be open-ended, inconclusive, undecided. Poetry shouldn’t have a palpable design on us. But a book of this length, of prose non-fiction, should: something meaningful should eventually be said for the sake of human interest. Macfarlane’s speculations elliptically trail off, breadcrumbs leading nowhere.


* * *


Where are we going anyway? The subtitle is ‘A journey on foot’: and there are sections on footpaths, footprints and ‘footplinths’ (where snow is compacted under foot, and the print is the last snow to melt). But occasionally feet are abandoned, and we seem quite often to be sailing on the water, or travelling overseas. We go to Palestine, to Spain, to the Himalayas. We start off hearing that Edward Thomas is the ‘guiding spirit of the book’ – but he never went gannet-hunting in the North Atlantic, or mountaineering in Tibet, and quite quickly he disappears from the text. Maybe the guiding spirit is the painter Eric Ravilious. Or maybe it’s W G Sebald. It’s all very confusing. To satisfy Kathleen Jamie, there are other people here. To disappoint her, they all seem to be men, and most of them are, in a very manly way, tall. Macfarlane is obsessed with height. All his male companions are tall – ‘he is 6’3” tall’, ‘Messerschmid was tall’, ‘he is 6’7” tall’ – while he himself is 6 feet 2 inches. Mountains have minds, you see. And to disappoint Jamie further, Macfarlane seems to float above political issues; there’s no environmental or ecological concern here. Of course, in Palestine, a predictable political sympathy can be discerned: but without much engagement. He talks to the mother of one Palestinian:

Her brow furrowed. ‘The Israelis have stolen this land from us, they are thieves. I once wrote a letter to Ronald Reagan, I knew it would go in the waste-paper basket, but I need to get it off my chest. “Dear President Reagan,” it began...’


I stopped listening. (p 226)

The same Chatwin-like superiority to ordinary human concerns means that we don’t really get to know how or why he goes where he does. Where the word ‘spirit’ occurs more than 30 times, ‘money’ is only mentioned twice, and it’s not his money.


At the end of the book, the acknowledgements name friends and companions. But Macfarlane doesn’t stop there. He also wants ‘to acknowledge the earlier print-trails that have both shown me the way and provoked “deviations and differences”.’ In the list that follows, Macfarlane names, among others, M R James, Vladimir Nabokov, Brahms, Schubert, Ralph Vaughan Williams. If it’s a list of affinities and differences, why stop there? Why not name Beethoven? Hitler? Bob Hope?


That such a rag-bag of essays, impressions, travelogues and musings should end with a biographical sketch of Edward Thomas seems especially unfortunate. The piece itself is beautifully crafted, despite being written in the historic present throughout. The usual gift for description is to the fore. But Macfarlane’s thunder does seem somewhat stolen by Matthew Hollis’s Costa-winning Now All Roads Lead to France, which only came out last year. Perhaps Macfarlane was unwilling to let go of his research. But it’s ironic that a book by a 36-year-old man, full of descriptive prose but hinting at poetry yet to be written, should end with a short biography of a poet who began to write poetry at 36 having wasted his talent to that point in descriptive prose.


With his Fellowship in Cambridge, and this ‘loose trilogy’ done, Macfarlane might return to poetry, leaving aside the Chatwin poses and the Chatwin rewards. The talent is there. Here he is, after a day considering the watercolour landscapes of Eric Ravilious.

For those last short hours of daylight, we moved through a world drained of people and colour. Once, a heron launched itself from low ground to our south, a foldaway construction of struts and canvas, snapping and locking itself into shape just in time to keep airborne, slowing time as it beat away northwards on curved wings. (p 298-9)

The heron becomes both easel and painting – and, brilliantly, lasting art itself. There’s no need to cook-up any more travel-books.






 Veronica Horwell
Unknown America: In the Footsteps of Lewis and Clarke

 Paducah: Thanksgiving Day. The Greyhound bus drove there the night before, down country roads. On the first mile from the bus station, I walked the wrong way down Broadway with fairylights in its trees and was set straight by a squiffy couple drifting out of a restaurant to their vehicle. They swayed on the sidewalk. Beyond the lit shop windows, the dark parking lots were threatless. The proprietor of the Budget Host Motel scratched his belly and checked me in: 40 channels on the TV and a tall fridge at the bottom of the bed.


On the day, America was closed and the only open eating place was the dining room of the JR Executive inn encroaching on the banks of the Ohio river. A sign outside, for Fri nite’s lounge singer, shedding plastic letters on the lawn. Breakfast choice inside, huevos rancheros or grits. Broadway charmed: half a mile of nineteenth-century Market House, the German American bank, what had been the Columbia cinema, tiled like a dairy. Most premises, saving Hank’s Hardware, seemed to live by taking in each other’s Girl Scout Handbooks and calling them collectibles. 50s ephemera, too, patterned with orbiting atoms. So much ugly stuff, unloved, that had long outlived the houses and families it was bought to amaze or amuse. Frost in the grass by the river, the last hickory leaves wadding the gutters. I lived on Diet Pepsi from the motel slot machine while watching Fox TV’s 12-hour X-Files holiday marathon... the fans had voted a brutal tale of retardation and butchery in the South top of the list, way above wittier scripts. Worrisome.


Friday. Paducah was the headquarters of the American Quilting Society. Its museum had modern quilts mounted as pictures. Modernity meant emotional directness – a written statement of intent on the wall beside each exhibit. Yet the manifestos didn’t convince as much as the quilts restrained in traditional formats – the more austere, the more passionate, the more truly felt. Some quilts were flowered like the draperies in Primavera. The photographs beside them showed old ladies. None of the vintage comforters in the malls were worth the prices they asked, but I bought an embroidered apron I recognised as from Mezokovesd in Hungary, hanging incognito as a flag. A GI souvenir? Maybe it fled to America after the 1956 uprising? Mrs Manchester, who worked in Kirchoff’s Bakery Deli, offered tissue paper to wrap it for the mail when I stocked up on lapsang teabags.


I puttered back along Jefferson Street between fretted-wood nineteenth-century houses, but couldn’t shortcut through the parking lot of the pawnshop opposite the motel because it was barred with yellow plastic tape reading ‘Police line, do not cross’. The desk clerk said that while I was out regardin’ quilts, a robber had shot the woman pawnshop owner (her name was Shirley Keeling), in the guts and head, killing her outright. Her husband found her dead behind the counter. ‘But, hey, it’s a nice town.’ Nipped into the Web of Thread shop up the road for silk to restore the apron and sat at the window with needle in hand, sipping bad bag-tea and listening to the cop wagons wail.


Saturday. Over a peach scone in the Flamingo Row Cafe, met the Cliftons, who settled there thirteen years ago – ‘Is it that long ago already?’ – and wanted to introduce me to the Blacks, local historians. We drove to their place on the wooded slight rise towards the edge of the Ohio floodplain. Mrs B was fixing a thousand tiny white bulbs in an evergreen arbour to curve over the front door. She also fixed a proper pot of tea, no bag, in a south-facing interior of chintz and silver. Mr B was ex-Marine Corps turned construction boss, with a movie actor’s voice and presence. His eldest son, who was home briefly from teaching Washington ghetto kids, was his father’s youth incarnate. (Not yet the voice.) Son number two was out shooting creek ducks. We talked of forts in the Revolutionary wars against the British and of William Clark, who owned land here in middle age, and planned this city and named it Pa-du-kah in honour of an imaginary Indian chief, Paduke. Mr Black drove us out to Clark’s River, to the grove of that fantasy chief; and then past a most respectable white cottage – the city whorehouse, he said, lately in the news when its madam complained to her lawyer of the many freebies demanded by the fire chief in return for safety clearance. Her lawyer was the current mayor.


We dashed down creeks looking up at trees. The area was infested with mistletoe, and its grey alien foliage supported the caterpillars of the great purple hairstreak, the butterfly on which Mr Black was an expert. In the last of the damp late fall dusk, he and I went down into his cellar, to pull open the cabinets of mounted butterflies – mostly he tagged them to trace their migrations, but he did keep some specimens – and peer at their wings of neon down under bare utility lights. Mr Black was also one of the 500 members of the World Brick Society and his collection was laid out on tables. The palm, finger, foot and hoof impressions left in their soft and formative weeks were there still, baked into permanence, along with slave marks and tally scorings. Some glittered with vitrification where they had been cooked at too high a temperature in improvised kilns. Mr Black confessed that, as his mother was from New York, he was made as a schoolboy to play the Yankee among his Confederate classmates. Though during the Civil War, the city had been a 60-40 split between North and South. Both fought to command the Ohio River.


Sunday in the rain. Police chief Kermit Perdew (you wouldn’t know how much pleasure both parts of that name gave me) had solved what the Paducah Sun newspaper called the ‘pawnshop slaying’ in under 24 hours. How? The perp had worn a short-sleeved shirt in Friday’s freak warmth, exposing a rose tattoo with his name, Joey, to other customers before the homicide. Police Detective Danny Carroll entered the name Joey on a database called RUMBA, and arrested the Joey with the most arrests, Joey Sharron Hart, 18. I read the Sun while bulling my boots and waiting for Mrs Black to pick me up. The Blacks phoned, assuming that of course I should like to attend Grace Episcopal (Anglican) church for the first Sunday in Advent. A nineteenth-century Gothic church, half-way down Broadway, its order of service the 1662 Prayer Book, give or take a Holy Spirit for Holy Ghost and a ‘will’ for a ‘shall hereafter’. The offertory collections took prewritten cheques and the plate was sped by me to avoid embarrassment over cash. In the pew before us stood all three Black boys, heads bent. This was a white church. And town. Barring Joey Sharron Hart.


After the service and formal introductions to the minister, I gave Mr Black my copy of Fanny Trollope’s 1832 tart-tongued Domestic Manners of the Americans, for its passage about the beauty of the southern butterflies. Hoped he never read her comments on those other aspects of America of which she disapproved – its impromptu butchering of hogs and informal visiting habits.


Monday. John Alexander was only the third owner in 50 years of Slim’s Original Bar-B-Q, a diner in a post-industrial-wastescape a block down from the motel. Chrome stools. Snaps of lunchpailed workers taken when the dereliction all around was in business. John’s kitchenhand, small and round, turned up the radio so it could be heard over the cooking. He heard a mention of his old high school, Heath, in the country five miles away, a community even more comfortable than Paducah. A shooting there at a prayer meeting before classes. Word just in. No more details.


Mr Black had arranged for me to visit with (the proper verb) the best river training facility in the world, a $16 million conversion of warehouses by the Seaman’s Church Institute. The bricky 1843 structures of the Center for Maritime Education harboured two fullsized towboat bridges – there were to be four – through the windows of which pilots saw a giant CGI-generated circular diorama of the Ohio or Mississippi based on film. Wash rippled against the banks astern. Captain Douglass, the centre’s skipper, sat in a control room at seven small screens replicating the diorama, plotting scenarios by computer. By radio and phone, other officers invented events: ‘Ol’ Clumsy went and fell again, I think I got maybe a compound fracture of the leg, I’m last link out middle tub.’ (Real towboats push, not pull, up to 25 barges or tubs) Local radio was on in the outside offices. Pilots coming in told us there were two girls dead at the high school, three critical.


I didn’t want to exit that focused and laconic place – someone was murmuring on the speakers ‘Mississippi Queen. Mississippi Queen to City of Paducah. City of Paducah, whaaaaaat is your intention?’ – but I left with Captain Douglass’s blessing to help me see America’s rivers as Lewis & Clark saw them. Which is from on them.


Out in the unreal real world, the radio said that three girls were dead at Heath and six more teenagers seriously wounded after the 14-year-old son of a lawyer opened fire on a school prayer group, using weapons and some of 300 rounds of ammunition stolen from a neighbour’s garage. Over a late baked potato, choice of eight creamy dressings, in the bistro that had a Jewish ghost, the waitress said that the shooter was a weedy geek who had resented the group and warned some not to attend today. CNN and the other news programmes didn’t add much to that, except that the geek, Michael Carneal, had taken earplugs from his pocket and put them in before pulling a .22 pistol from his backpack.


Tuesday. Sirens in the early morning. The oldster at the Bar-B-Q said that fires were set at the shooter’s father’s law offices and home in the night. He recommended the choice of a chilli dog for breakfast. Walked a few hundred yards down Broadway past the churches that had been hung in mourning, for the shot students, with purple banners and ribbons on doors and fences, so professionally done that they seem more like Christmas decorations. Cherry’s Flower Shop, next the Carneal law offices, had been arsoned – alleged arson, the firemen said they would have to wait for the forensics on accelerants – and was a mess bleary in the sun as the emergency services cleared up. The oldster was wrong. The Cherrys’ home was also torched last night. Cherry, not Carneal. Nobody had any explanation, though the late Mr Cherry was three times mayor of Paducah. And people said with disengaged calmness that this was a corrupt town (one specified it as the second-most in America) while always adding that it was surely comfortable.


‘Why?’ was the Sun’s headline over the school deaths, and the preferred deadly verb in the copy this time was not ‘slay’. Not ‘murder’. Just ‘shooting’. Kayce Steger, deceased 8.32 am. Jessica James, deceased 11.47 am. Nicole Hadley, deceased 10.10 pm. Pictures from the school yearbook – straight hair, fringe, orthodontics. Heath High School principal Bill Bond was another cinematic player with a powerful controlled presence, and he held together the press conferences, praising a preacher’s son (a boy called Ben Strong, himself an intendent cleric) who, as head of the prayer group, talked the shooter out of reloading and re-opening fire. Bill Bond brought Ben Strong to meet the press. Ben prayed with his father and two more guys, arms around each other’s shoulders in a circle as if they were planning a football field move. Heath School prayer group, what was left of it, met that morning. I knew they were going to announce it was ‘a time of healing’, and they did. I knew they were going to say they sang Amazing Grace, and they did. The news alphabet, ABC, NBC and CBN, was out at the airport and the highway motels, or else in that inn by the river, keeping the Security Taxi Service circulating. The most repeated TV clip was slow-mo footage of the self-confessed killer, hands cuffed behind back, coat over head, descending courthouse steps. He said he did not know why he did it. The donated heart and lungs of Nicole Hadley were already revivifying two people.


I sank a few Fosters with a gentle bartender who retreated here from a harder world up north but was returning to college – Paducah was too virtuous for trade to take off. ‘Nice but weird,’ snorted a man in an emphatic hat and moustache who had joined us at the bar. He returned home here when he retired from LA; he had been a child actor with Disney, then a prop man. Name of Alsobrook. He had to keep a warehouse of stock: ‘If the director wanted to make a shot, I had to have 50, 60 ashtrays in the van.’ We half watched McCracken County Sheriff Frank Augustus beginning to doubt to camera that the boy Carneal was alone in his lethality. Mr Alsobrook’s guild award, he said, had been for the film Soylent Green. He had been uninspired until the night before shooting. Then he called up an LA baker who cooked by morning a batch of 20,000 green cookies – the sci-fi story’s processed human flesh. The award got him seven years on TV’s MASH. Wow, those Korean-era gurneys and gauze dressings and Hawkeye’s hooch-still were his? Yeah. Authentic equipment, too; came out of veterans’ hospital basements.


We bought each other enthusiasts’ drinks.


It was shot in the hills behind Malibu, Mr Alsobrook?


Until the last couple of years, then it moved to the studio, so he switched to The Rockford Files.


We talked about tacos and James Garner who played Jimbo and the show’s 80 per cent location shooting in cheesy ’burb canyons. We talked about the occasional script by Leigh Brackett — the dame who had worked on Chandler scenarios for The Big Sleep and The Long Goodbye. Mr Alsobrook knew I couldn’t quite believe him or my luck in meeting him, and wrote down from memory a list of phoney licence plate numbers they regularly used on the show, so that I could check them on the daily cable re-runs. Maybe he was for real.


Very late, I staggered home up Broadway. The loudspeakers were still dribbling holiday music, ‘Let It Snow’ and the ‘Coventry Carol of the Innocents’. The ‘Fire line, do not cross’ incident tape was down from Cherry’s, and so was the whole of the facade of the building — so many carbonised bricks piled on the pavement ready for Mr Black.


Wednesday. Mr O’Neill of the Ingrams Barge Company had set up a river transport show in his office by the Ohio this morning. He apologised like everyone else for what had happened at Heath, as though someone had been personally rude. He drew bold, bicoloured diagrams of grain and ore en route down the Tennessee and Tombigbee waterways to Baton Rouge and Mobile. He gave a confident presentation on the revival in barges, yet he was also a little off-balance. Hey, this is a nice town, he said lightly several times, almost as punctuation. Meanwhile, American rhetoric, so padded after the pilots’ laconic humours, was being wrapped around the murders. Letters on roadside signs had been rearranged from ‘bar-b-q Sat nites’ to ‘our prayers are with you’ and ‘we believe in Heath’. Repeats on TV of the slow-mo arrest were matched by repetition of the phrases ‘a time of healing’ and ‘we have to go on’. Bill Bond the principal said ‘we have to go on’. Ben Strong the boy hero said it. President Bill Clinton sent ‘thoughts and prayers’. Mrs Bond, the principal’s wife, had been in Kirchoff’s Bakery in the morning and told Mrs Manchester that she had pulled the jack on the phone at home so that she could at last sleep. Phones at Heath School itself rang unanswered, they could accept no more condolences. There were many posters up at Heath, including ‘We forgive you, Mike’. Also ‘And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God and are called according to his purpose’. Carneal’s videotaped confession apparently described a dream scene from the film The Baseball Diaries, in which a student shot religious school classmates.


It was cold suddenly. And dark too quickly. At King’s Quilting Studio and Quilter’s Alley shop, which at annual Festival Time had 30,000 visitors and gave lessons in craft to Japanese and Scandivanians and Russians, no one mentioned the shootings, except to say y’hear about that? And grimaced, and shook their heads. They talked about the cooks on the barges who quilted and would send a greasy deckhand by motorbike to collect a 14-inch hoop or batting to pad the work. Quilts on display or framed up for sewing were based on Tiffany glass windows and solar eclipses and Native American art.


What patterns y’like? they asked.


Compass rose, the mariners’ choice, I said; and that noble, bleak Amish design, the single-bed covering a widow stitched for herself, called the Darts Of Death.


Rilly? Y’know, y’don’t see that one much these days.


Thursday: Promises to keep; not yet even reached Lewis & Clarke’s Missouri. Stay for our Christmas parade Saturday, the clerk said; Mr and Mrs Santa arrive by towboat. The Heath High School band would march, in memory of five of its musicians shot. (Kayce Steger played clarinet and Jessica James French horn.) There was another American meaning to ‘visit’ – the noun ‘visitation’, a vigil rather than a wake. The Milner and Orr Funeral Home arranged ‘visitation’ in the Heartland Worship Center at the Bible Baptist Church; the three caskets were of pale matte wood, so that the friends of the dead girls could cover them with written personal messages. They set out permanent markers ready for the words. I saw on television that there were pastel boxes of Kleenex on hand, and that teddy bears dressed as angels figured big at Heartland. The funeral directors were to put Kayce’s clarinet, Jessica’s French horn and Nicole’s Pooh bear on the biers, and the caskets would be open to the waist, so the dead girls would look like sheaves of flowers.


I needed to reach a town 40 miles away called Cairo, pronounced Kayro, on the tip of the state of Illinois, where the Ohio and the Mississippi confluenced. Charles Dickens thought it the lowest-level venue in the US before the Civil War. Opinion in Paducah was that Cairo had sunk steadily since. There was no public transport, and new acquaintances offering lifts all the way to St Louis didn’t want to go via there. It’s not safe, they said. You can’t stay there. Why went unspecified. At last I did a deal with a van driver. He insisted we went then, he wanted to get home before dark, but also wanted to be courtly. We reached Cairo over mighty spans of river bridges. Poor, surely; a half-derelict main drag, with wraiths of cinemas and dance halls on cross streets. The charity shops were wretched. The few citizens visible black; was that what pursed Paducan lips had meant? The driver circled around a less weary district, with Frenchified nineteenth-century houses, looking for a Bed and Breakfast he had heard about. We found it. Cobwebs across gashed insect screens on the porch. Lace curtains blackening in the windows. Leaves blew over unmown lawns. Deserted, as were all its neighbours. He insisted we drove to the Sheriff’s Court and asked a badge-wearer to declare someplace safe to stay. (Never been frisked on the way to make tourist enquiries before.) A cop said there’s a grot motel down on the edge of town, nearest the point where the rivers met: the Relax Inn, but I shouldn’t stay there. Van Driver gave me his home number as I paid him, said to call, any trouble he’d get me back to Paducah, for a price. A toothless dame took $16 for a night – the cop said they rented by the hour – silently issued a towel. A cowboy-boot-print casement cloth over the room’s windowpane did not keep out headlights of trucks and cars that circled the lot outside, and sometimes stopped, engines ticking over. Not local plates.


Settled down to watch WPSD-TV cover the Heartland Worship Center, guitar strumming, class snaps pinned up under balloons, and Baptist preachers summing life and death of the girls into a moral, always presuming that every possible hearer was a devout Christian. ‘Amazing Grace’ again. CNN reported that the shooter was supposed to have declared for God at the Lutheran church last spring and was thus a sinning Christian, not an atheist.


My doorlock did not work. Later, cars lingered longer in the lot.


Friday. Postscript from the reading room of the A B Safford Memorial Public Library, Cairo. Early that bitter clear morning, I walked beside the highway where trucks whumped over the bridges into Illinois, down to Fort Defiance State Park. Blue Ohio water did not mingle for a mile or more with brown Mississippi; they flowed side by side, and only slowly marbled each other. Snow on the way. Two black women in a car offered me a lift through the park, and blessed me when I explained the walking somehow counted. One diner open, white staff and customers, they didn’t quite spit on the plate, but they were wary, so I wrote this in the library – at an elegant round table which had been a steamboat gambling table. A notice explained that the device under my book was access for a dealer to rake money into the locked drawer beneath. Mr Alsobrook would have truly coveted it. A painted Milton and possibly Byron glared down from a lunette window. When my wrist hurt, I knocked off to gloat over a collection of antique toy circuses in a glass cupboard: cages with tigers, a tiny lion tamer under a original poster for Barnum and Bailey’s greatest show on earth. Sucker, huh? Schoolkids, all black, polite and tentative, sought homework project info. A lady librarian said Cairo had been, in the 40s, the bopping black heart of the riverways. White folks drove hours to those now-ghostly good-time places when they were jumping.


Y’staying where? Y’cain’t.


The library would close in ten minutes. She switched off the lights on a twenty-foot Christmas tree heavy with golden bells and white poinsettias. She would give me a lift to my room, but I had to promise to lock my door as soon as she had gone.


She asked what I would do that night. Watch the recordings of the funerals as the headlights pierced the window.


I read up on the Paducah Gaseous Diffusion Plant, opened 1952, which had recycled and enriched uranium powder, recovered from weapons plants waste material, for reactor fuel; then retrieved precious metals from obsolete nuclear weapons, and made depleted uranium for shells and anti-tank warheads. The workers were never told about trace element plutonium, neptunium and technetium-99. They were reassured that their jobs were no more dangerous than exposure to a dental X-ray. They woke mornings to find purple or green dust on their sheets where their pores had exuded the uranium oxide, laced with plutonium, they inhaled at work. Illegally dumped radioactive waste seeped into streams and creeks. A Paducah plant worker, Joe Harding, said that 50 of his 200 mates died of cancer. He claimed a pension, but the Energy Department determined that he was sick because he smoked and ‘frequently ate country ham’.






 A Good Idea in Theory
Making a Fist of Henry James

 In her essay ‘The Beast in the Closet’ (in Epistemology of the Closet) Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick alerted the literary world to an unaccountably overlooked passage in Henry James’s Notebooks in which James ‘is imagining fisting himself’. You will probably not need to be reminded of the giveaway paragraph: ‘I shall be able to [plunge] my hand, my arm, in, deep and fast, up to the shoulder – into the heavy bag of remembrance...’ It is, of course, a description of ‘fisting-as-écriture’. In her later essay, ‘Is the Rectum Straight?’, collected in Tendencies (Routledge, 1994), Kosofsky Sedgwick gets to the bottom of her theory.

I also think there is an argument to be made that James’s anal poetics function especially saliently at the level of sentence structure. I’d specifically want to point to two kinds of sentence: what I think of as the typifying sentence of The Ambassadors, whose relatively conventional subject-verb-object armature is disrupted, if never quite ruptured, as the sac of the sentence gets distended by the insinuation of one more, and just one more, and another, another, and impossibly just one more, qualifying phrase or clause...

As for the second kind, we’ll spare you the ‘probing digit’ in a, er, passage from The Wings of the Dove.






 Steven Pinker and Ian McEwan
Dating, Swearing, Sex and Language: A Conversation with Questions

 McEwan  Steven Pinker is one of those extraordinary scientists who know how to engage the attention of lay-people. One of the great thrills of reading him is to enter the thought processes of a man of extreme fluency. I sometimes follow up, when Steve has been in public debates, transcripts of things said on the wing. And I’m always struck by the extraordinary wit and articulacy – even though he is not at his word processor – just defending a position or indeed attacking a point.


A little bit of background: in the very dark days when literary theory had its supreme hold on the windpipe of thought in academia and I was living in Oxford, a very good friend came round one evening. He was incredibly gloomy because his students felt they could no longer read Middlemarch or anything in the canon before they first learned how to read – and to do that they had to learn theory. I leapt from my chair and said, ‘Aha. I know the very book, an evidence-based thinking about language’. And I pushed into his hands The Language Instinct [by Steven Pinker], one of the finest books about the way we use and acquire language. It explains that those who believe language is acquired by pure imitation are framing the problem incorrectly. Later, I discovered, and I did mean [turning to Pinker] to write to you about this, that all of my friend’s students are now required in their first year, and indeed their first term, to read selected chapters from your book – as an antidote to armchair-based speculation about mirror stages and all the rest in literary theory. So you’ve had a great impact on the University of Oxford.


Steve, before we come to this new book, The Stuff of Thought – in many ways the synthesis of much that’s gone before – I just want to ask you, first of all, about your role as a popular writer of science. Behind that figure is a very active working scientist, publishing papers that people like us never see. This hard science has something to do with the way children learn language. Perhaps you could just tell us about yourself as a scientist.


Pinker   I come to language from psychology actually. I’m not a linguist. I’ve always been an experimental psychologist. In fact, my doctoral research and a lot of my early research was on three dimensional visual imagery, on recognising objects, on visual attention. For me, language is one of the amazing things that the human mind can do, and the one that I, at some point in my career, decided to concentrate on in terms of research. One of the main topics that interested me in the psychology of language, was, as you mentioned, how children learn it.


Children clearly do have to learn a particular language because if they’re brought up in Japan they end up speaking Japanese, and if they’re brought up in England they end up speaking English. But clearly learning a language can’t be a matter of just recording individual sentences, because children aren’t parrots. They don’t just regurgitate what they hear from their parents. The essence of language is the ability to combine words into brand new combinations, which is what allows us to express an unlimited range of thoughts. So the scientific problem in language development is this: how do children go from some finite number of sentences they hear from their parents or from their peers, and extract the underlying algorithm that combines words into phrases and sentences and larger words?


In one phase of my research I concentrated on one very small phenomenon of language. I had previously written a kind of theory of everything, a technical book, outlining a theory of language acquisition. But it turned out to be too big a problem to study empirically – just language development in all its glory – so I have in various stages picked two problems. One of them led to this latest book, The Stuff of Thought.


But the other one was on irregular verbs, which seems an unlikely topic to devote a decade and a half of one’s life to. I say it’s in the great academic tradition of knowing more and more about less and less until you know everything about nothing. Which perhaps is a good antidote to my other books, which I suppose could be criticised for knowing less and less about more and more, until you know nothing about everything.


But in this case, the irregular verbs – verbs that have an unpredictable past tense form, bring, brought, come, came, take, took; as opposed to regular forms like walk, walked, play, played, and so on – were interesting to me because an irregular form, since it’s idiosyncratic, has to be memorised.


(Which is what we do with words in the first place, because every word is an arbitrary pairing between a sound and a meaning.)


A regular verb can be memorised, but it doesn’t have to be. When a new one appears in the language, like ‘to blog’, or ‘to spam’, you don’t have to go to the dictionary to look up its past tense form, you don’t have to consult memory, you just add the suffix ‘-ed’.


This in microcosm encapsulates what I think of as the two engines of language – memorising words and combining bits of words according to rules.


Errors like ‘we holded the baby rabbits’, or ‘she breaked my toy’ show that the children at that point must have acquired a productive rule. They clearly haven’t been memorising those forms from parents.


And I did a number of studies of just about every aspect of irregular verbs that I could think of, the time-course of development of these forms – where those forms came from in the history of language; why we even have irregular forms; what parts of the brain might be differentially involved in rule-governed combination versus memory look-up. And I (improbably) tried to write up that research in a popular book called Words and Rules, which came out a few years ago.


The other area that I focused on – narrowing down the interest from language as a whole – was verbs. That is, the syntax and semantics of verbs. The immediate impetus was the question: how do children acquire this very important part of language? The reason verbs are important is that each verb is not just a word, it’s a framework for the rest of the sentence: the verb defines slots for a subject, requires an object if it’s a transitive verb, sometimes prepositional object complements, and so on. The verb really holds the clause together.


Figuring out how children acquire verbs is a big part of figuring out how they learn to speak in general. But the more you look at verbs, the more tricky it becomes to figure out, first of all, how they work for you and me – and even more so how children figure it all out. Just to give one puzzle, merely getting the syntax of verbs down isn’t simple. You can say ‘I poured water into the glass’, but it’s a little odd to say ‘I poured the glass with water’. We all know what it means, but it doesn’t quite compute. On the other hand, with the verb ‘fill’, it works the other way round, you can fill a glass with water, but you can’t fill water into a glass. Is this an arbitrary quirk, like ‘bring’/brought as opposed to ‘sling’/slung? It turned out the answer is ‘no’, that it was predictable from a very subtle aspect of the meanings of the verbs. Even though you might think they are close to synonymous (both ways of getting substance into a container), the subtle difference is that we construe ‘pour’ as doing something to the water, namely causing it to move, whereas we construe ‘fill’ as doing something to the glass, namely causing it to change state from empty to full.


And if there’s a simple rule that says ‘the thing that is affected is the direct object’, the rule, with some modifications, might be universal. It might be found in all languages.


So, getting the right construal, seeing that event in the appropriate way, allows you to predict which verb and which syntactic structure fits. If you’re doing something to the glass, the glass is the object, hence ‘fill the glass’, and if you’re doing something to the water, the water is the object, hence ‘pour the water’.


This opened up the world of concepts and semantics that I explored early on in The Stuff of Thought: namely, what are the elements out of which verb meanings are composed, elements like cause, goal, act, path, and how do they give people alternative ways of construing the same event? That makes the rest of life so interesting. If something as simple as getting water into a glass can be thought of in two almost incompatible ways, what does that say for how we conceptualise war and abortion and stem cell research and taxes and so on? Anyway, that’s what opened it up.


McEwan  Amazing, how such a small thing can open up larger things. Let’s stick with verbs for a second: you quote a remark made by President Bush that may or may not have got him into a great deal of trouble. Perhaps you could just go into this for us? There are two verbs at issue – a Clinton verb, ‘is’, which famously required some definition and some fancy footwork, and the Bush verb, ‘learned’. The Bush verb has a British connection, so, Steven, could you take us through these verbs and their massive consequences?


Pinker  In the build-up to the Iraq war, much was made of the infamous sixteen words in George Bush’s State of the Union address in January 2003, just a few months before the invasion. In his address, one of the main rationales for the invasion was that ‘the British intelligence has learned that Saddam has tried to obtain significant quantities of uranium in Africa’. I’m quoting from memory but the quote is pretty close. This was the so-called yellow cake in Niger. As you may remember, there was a theory that Saddam was building weapons of mass destruction, and this was a prime piece of evidence. Now it turned out British Intelligence did believe it, and they had some reason to believe it, but it was known that it was far short of conclusive. Certainly, in Washington, Bush’s advisors did not believe that this was proof, but they took it seriously. Now the ordinary use of the word ‘learn’ is what linguists call a factive verb, or a success verb – that is, you can’t learn something that’s false, unless it’s in the specific context of school. In school, you can say we learned that there were four tastebuds, now there are five, but outside of the sense of ‘being taught’, you can’t learn something that isn’t true. [For example, I learned to swim/ski/drive a car/ride a bicycle. All of them actual skills.] It’s like the verbs ‘remember’, and ‘know’, and unlike verbs like ‘guess’ and ‘believe’. And so, in saying ‘the British Intelligence has learned’, that implied a certitude on Bush’s part which actually conflicted with the actual state of knowledge as acknowledged within his circle. My favourite illustration of what a factive verb is comes from a witticism of Mark Twain’s: he said ‘when I was younger I could remember everything, whether it happened or not, now as I’m getting older, my memory is failing, I can only remember things that didn’t happen.’ [Laughter] Now you all laughed, why is that funny? It’s not funny that your memory fails with age. The humour comes from the fact that you can’t remember something that didn’t happen. ‘Remember’ is a factive verb: it implies that what you remember is true. Likewise ‘learn’ is a factive verb.


McEwan  So, can I just move you on to ‘is’?


Pinker  ‘Is.’ It depends on what the meaning of ‘is’ is. 


McEwan  Yes, this was a famous remark of President Clinton’s...


Pinker  It was one of the five counts of impeachment. He was impeached, though not convicted, in that two-stage process in the American system. Clinton’s attorney had been questioned, asked whether there was any sex between Clinton and Monica Lewinsky. The attorney, speaking on Clinton’s behalf, said ‘no there isn’t’. The reality was of course that they had had an affair, but it was over at the time of the deposition. When this was challenged later, as a completely false statement, he said that depends on what the meaning of ‘is’ is. If it means ‘is’ at the present moment, the statement was an accurate statement. If ‘is’ meant ‘is and always has been’, then it wouldn’t be accurate – but that isn’t the way people ordinarily understand the present tense.


If you actually look at it, it was semantically defensible. I think there are two reasons why this led to howls of ridicule and outrage. One of them is that, unlike a discrete event – such as quitting one job and starting another, signing a piece of paper, getting your paychecks from a different source and so on – the way that a love affair or a sexual affair ends is fuzzy. When you have a series of encounters that cluster into a cloud of temporal events, what you count as the end is debatable. How many months have to elapse before you say there is no sex? I mean, there could be tomorrow, couldn’t there? That was one aspect.


The other one, of course, is the difference between what linguists call semantics versus pragmatics. ‘Pragmatics’ is what words mean and how you use them in a social context. A lot of our use of verbs and language depends on construing and packaging them into contexts. For example, a smoker, who says ‘I’ve quit smoking’ but whose last cigarette was ten minutes ago, is using a semantically defensible sentence. But we kind of laugh – in the light of the context. Ordinarily, in conversation, we co-operate with our listeners, we take a stab at what the listener expects to hear. If we didn’t do that, our conversation would bog down in the language of legal contracts.


The thing is that, in a legal context, by definition, you’re not in a co-operative situation, you’re in an adversarial situation. You’re in a situation where what the concept of whole truth, when you swear to tell the truth, nothing but the truth, is what is at issue. The whole truth was I think what was at issue there. Obviously the prosecutor wanted to know whether there had ever been sex, not whether they were currently in the midst of an affair. So what Clinton said, via his attorney, while being technically accurate, was contrary to the spirit of the conversation. But it isn’t necessarily dishonest – because, in the legal proceeding, the question is what are you obligated to say. Clinton said, I think quite accurately, in his defence afterward, that he was trying to be truthful – but not terribly helpful. In ordinary conversation we have to be both, and that’s what I think led to the outrage.


McEwan   These are not angels dancing on a pinhead. Should there be any doubt in this room about the extraordinary importance and the consequences that flow from semantics, could we just take one third and final example – the example you start your book with, which relates to whether the destruction of the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001 was one event or two. A lot of money hung on this decision. Semantics was crucial to vast sums of money being handed over by an insurer...


Pinker  I Three and a half billion dollars was at stake. The lease holder for the World Trade Center held an insurance policy that entitled him to three and a half billion dollars per destructive event. For many years, in a series of expensive court cases, lawyers haggled over whether what happened on 9/11 was one event – because a single plot was executed – or two events – because two different buildings were hit. In this case, how we package the flow of time into these units we call events, was the bone of contention. It’s another example – like the fuzziness of the end of an affair – of how we take happenings in time and apply the mindset we apply to objects in space. Every concept that we apply to objects – for example, the difference between generic concepts like beer and specific discrete quantities like ‘another beer’ – all apply to time.


McEwan  What was the decision? 


Pinker   Eventually they settled on four and a quarter billion.


McEwan  Which sounds very English.


Pinker They chose not to resolve the question of how many events that figure corresponded to. The math doesn’t make sense. I don’t know if you can have a quarter of an event, if that’s a coherent concept, but I think the semantic arguments were meant to stake out positions and basically force the negotiations into a certain range.


McEwan  Let me just quote from the beginning of The Stuff of Thought. You say: ‘language is a window into human nature’ but you add this proviso: ‘language is above all a medium in which we express our thoughts and feelings, and it mustn’t be confused with thoughts and feelings themselves.’ In other words, I think what you’re suggesting is this – that your theme is going to be the relationship between language and reality, of how language will open a window for us into our natures.


Can we just get one thing clear? When I was at university, I learned, to use that factive verb, that Wittgenstein was correct to say that the limits of my world are the limits of my language. This seems to be a pretty fundamental matter. Chomsky, and then you – much refining Chomsky – by considering how thought actually evolves, and by empirical experiment – suggest that the ways we think are independent of language. Can you just settle this matter for us before we proceed?


Pinker  Indeed. Well, I think that Wittgenstein’s aphorism, probably not the only one of his aphorisms, doesn’t really stand up to scrutiny. The limits of your language can’t be the limits to your world. And it can’t be true that we think in our native language, in English or Japanese and so on. I first came to this belief from thinking through the problem of language acquisition. How do kids acquire a language in the first place? If their minds are utterly devoid of thought, how do they interpret those noises coming out of their parents mouths in order to crack the code of language in the first place? Taking ideas developed by others in the theory of language acquisition, I framed the problem in terms of a child construing a situation, making a guess as to what the speaker intends, then connecting their interpretation of the event – arrived at not through language but through their senses, through their understanding of people’s motives, through their construal of the situation – connecting their interpretation with the actual left to right sequence of words that they hear.


If the child was not capable of construing the world in terms that matched those of language, how would they learn language in the first place?


Also, where does language come from in the first place? It wasn’t like it was set down by a committee, and handed to us like a protocol for a computer programming language. Language is very much a grass roots phenomenon. People are constantly inventing new terms, people invent new idioms, they borrow from other languages, they concoct sound that they hope will remind listeners of a particular idea, [hesitates] and we often have moments, like I’m having right now, where we can’t find the words to say what we mean, which suggests that there is something that we mean, that we need the words to clothe – that thought precedes words.


McEwan  William James has a wonderful description of what it’s like to forget a word as you reach for it, and he says ‘that you know everything it is not’. In other words, you have a very clear sense of a shape of a thing, and you know perfectly well what it means, but there it stands invisible in a network of other words that won’t do.


Pinker Yes indeed. There is a whole genre of recreational word-coining for cases where not only can you not retrieve a word, but the word doesn’t exist. Those of you who are familiar with the wonderful book by Douglas Adams and John Lloyd called The Meaning of Liff, will know they took a bunch of place names, from places that no one ever needs to go to, and applied them to concepts that everyone has a need for.


McEwan  My favourite is Peoria, the vague suspicion that you haven’t made enough roast potatoes. [Actually, ‘the fear of peeling too few potatoes’. We checked.]


Which suggests that we can always make words when we have meanings.


Another one was Abeline: on a hot insomniac night, an abeline is that cool corner of the pillow that your head has not yet warmed up. [‘Descriptive of the pleasing coolness on the reverse side of the pillow’. The novelist at work, fruitfully elaborating.]


Pinker   My favourite is Hextable, which is the record in someone’s collection that convinces you that you could never go out with them. For years I lived in terror that my copy of Gordon Lightfoot’s Greatest Hits would be my Hextable. [Not in The Meaning of Liff. But not another novelist at work. It’s in The Deeper Meaning of Liff.]


McEwan   You’ll never work in this town again, as it were. Which brings us to an interesting parenthesis in your book – nothing, you say, makes a linguistician’s eyes roll towards the ceiling more than hearing people say, ‘German is the only language for science’, or ‘French is a marvellously logical language’ – or whatever.


Pinker   Well, one reason is that language is a moving target. It may be true that, at a given stage in a language, you can’t do much science in it, but that had to have been true of English at one point, or any language. You change the language, you borrow terms, you invent terms. A dramatic example was the crazy project in the Jewish settlement in Palestine at the end of the Nineteenth Century to revive Hebrew. As part of the ideology, they wanted to shed Yiddish, the language of the ghetto. Hence Hebrew, this language that hadn’t been spoken conversationally for several thousand years. Only now, they have to start talking about, you know, tractors and collective farms and so on. And they did. The language changed, and it continues to change, just like all languages, and you get it to do what you need it to do.


McEwan On the other hand, wasn’t it Daniel Dennett who was coming at this from another side? – suggesting that this is all very well, but there are many things we cannot think of, especially problem solving, without language. I mean, mentalese can only take you so far...


Pinker  Yeah, I think there are concepts, say, days of the week, which would be very difficult. Maybe not impossible, but certainly it would be difficult to learn the concept of a week, without it being explained to you in a language. But I think that, even there, it’s thinking through what’s going on. It’s not that the language gets implanted and that’s what gives you the concept. I think language is what you use to explain to other people some other concept that they would not have been able to obtain by any other means – but, nonetheless, what they have acquired at the end of that process is not just a bit of language. It’s not enough to say ‘Tuesday’ for you to understand the concept of Tuesday. The word has to be embedded in an explanation that taps into a much larger understanding of time, and days, and social institutions, and so on.


McEwan  You describe certain tribes that do not count beyond the number two, which is very hard for us to grasp. And you wonder why their language, given language is a response to the world and the world is full of things and they are countable, how this can come about?


Pinker  Well, they exist. I think it’s quite common, it’s not just one or two tribes. It may even be a default way of expressing number, something we may even share with other primates – to individuate one, two, maybe three or four objects as a number concept, but beyond that, it’s just ‘many’. You also have a rough sense of this flock of birds, as twice as a big as that flock, without being able to count them individually. I asked an anthropologist who’d worked with one of these peoples, and he said, ‘well, they don’t have large numbers of indistinguishable objects, they just know them individually’. So a hunter will just know each arrow that he’s made. He won’t need to say ‘oh, do I have all seven arrows?’ He knows this arrow, he knows that arrow, and so on. It’s a bit like the way I don’t know exactly how many people are in my extended family, if you add up all my cousins, because I just know every cousin. I have the ability to count them, now that I think of it, but I don’t really know what the number is, and that’s the general mindset that they have for all of their possessions.


McEwan  So is counting an invention?


Pinker Counting is an invention. There are basically two things that are inventions. One of them is the recursive system of numbers that allows us to give a precise number to large quantities. Basically, our innate equipment is a general estimation ability for large quantities, and a precise number concept for small quantities up to about three. The achievement of the western or literate number system is allowing you to apply your concept of exact numbers to large quantities. That’s the gift. And then the algorithm for doing that is counting, which we often equate with numbers but which is not the same thing: counting is a little bit like when you learn long division. I don’t know if anyone learns long division any more, I learnt long division – but it’s a technique to get at an answer. Counting is a technique to get at a numerosity. The technique is to memorise, as a child, a particular stretch of language -- it’s almost like a bit of blank verse that we commit to memory. The poem, so to speak, is ‘one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten’, and so on. Now, when you have a set of objects and you want to know its numerosity (as opposed to a general sense of a lot or a little) you recite the poem, directing your attention to each object in synchrony with the feet of the poem. When you say ‘one’, you look at one of the objects (or touch it), when you say ‘two’, you look at a different object, and so on. As you go through the objects, and through the poem, you make sure not to focus on any object twice, and not to leave any out. When you get to the last object, then the word you have just recited (say, ‘nine’) is the numerosity of the set.


McEwan   That’s the rule... 


Pinker   That’s the rule. That’s the algorithm. But it’s not the same as
the number faculty that we’re born with.


McEwan   You say that most of us get a chance, at least once in our lifetime, to make up a word – that is to name a child. And here we run into something of a paradox, because we have the illusion when we do this of just choosing the name that seems to appeal to us. Then we discover that we’re in a community of like-minded choosers, whose choices sooner or later will seem curiously out of date. Now, rather disarmingly, you set yourself in a virtual nation of Steves, Steve Jones, Stephen Hawking, Steven Rose – they stretch to the horizon. Could you just reflect for us on what this naming tells us about ourselves? And about this apparent freedom and lack of freedom?


Pinker  Yeah, this disconcerting constriction of our sense of free will. You often have parents who say ‘Well, we named our little girl Madeline, because my wife had this beloved great aunt Madeline, and we thought it would be such a distinctive name’. Then they get to the child care centre and there are three other Madelines. A lot of the hypotheses that occur to people explaining why names go in and out of fashion can be disproven by looking at the chronological data of the waxing and waning of popularity of names. In the United States, it’s easy to do it, because, for some reason, the social security administration published a database on all names in their records. Records which are close to exhaustive since the 1890s. You can waste lots of time plotting the rise and fall of your favourite name. I don’t know if there’s a comparable database in the UK. The hypothesis is that names reflect social trends. The reason there was an upsurge of biblical names in the 70s and 80s – Adam, and Joshua, and Sarah, and Rachel – is an upsurge in religious sentiment. Not true. At the point at which biblical names are going up, religious observance is going down. Or children are named after real or fictitious celebrities, soap opera characters, actresses, pop singers, and so on. Again, there are a few occasions when that seems to happen. According to my colleague Stanley Liebersen, who studies these things, the name Darren became very popular in Britain after the situation comedy Bewitched, which was imported to Britain. But in most cases, the name for the character in the soap opera is chosen in the wake of its increased popularity among parents – so it reflects a trend rather than causes it. Rather than some external cause, resulting in name choices, in effect it’s an internal dynamic, where the choice of name in one generation is caused by the choices of names in the previous generation. Parents react to the names that are out there – names that are too geriatric because all the people they can think of are in an old people’s home; or names that are just old enough, perhaps the previous generations’ names, so they sound like they’re ready for a revival. There are popular sounds, so when Jennifer became a popular name, it dragged in Jenna, Jessica, Jenny, and so on. And there’s a lot of unpredictability. It’s kind of like dot.com bubble or tulipomania. There are just waves of popularity, it becomes too popular, or it crashes, and that’s what happened to Steve.


McEwan  But Steve will return.


Pinker  I’ll be dead.


McEwan  The McEwan clan – which is a very tiny obscure clan, that just served other clans with poems – is now known as a broken clan. In fact, I think its symbol is a tree stump on its side. But its little logo underneath is ‘we’ll be back’.


In your exploration of language and human nature, you talk about what people are doing in a conversation. I want to quote you. You say, ‘why don’t people just say what they mean? The reason is conversational partners are not modems downloading information into each other’s brains. People are very very touchy about their relationships. Whenever you speak to someone, you are presuming the two of you have a certain familiarity, which your words might alter. So every sentence has to do two things at once: convey a message, and continue to negotiate that relationship’. A little later, you reach for a very simple, common example, which gave me a great deal of entertainment. You wanted someone to pass the salt. Why don’t we just say ‘pass the salt, give me the salt’? What else do we have to negotiate in this brief moment of interchange?


Pinker   Why do we say ‘if you could pass the salt, that would be awesome’? Or in Britain, you’d say ‘if you could pass the salt, that would be brilliant’ – a word I still can’t get used to in that context, with an American’s ears. There is a whole chapter on that set of phenomena. A polite request is the simplest example of an indirect speech act, which can include veiled threats, veiled bribes, sexual innuendo. In the case of the polite request, on the one hand, you don’t want to treat your listener as some kind of underling or factotum, who can be bossed around at will. Issuing an imperative presupposes that you could expect the listener’s compliance. And with someone that you’re not very close to, or very superior to, that is a touchy relationship. You don’t want to make it seem as if you have a dominant/subordinate relationship, so if you say ‘if you could pass the salt, that would be brilliant’, and your listener assumes that you haven’t lost your mind, they can sniff out the request beneath the overlay. The imperative gets through, but the relationship of non-dominance is preserved.


McEwan   Preserved by semantics, indeed?


Pinker   Yes, preserved by the surface form, which is consistent with the safest relationship, while the subtext is where the actual communication gets done.


McEwan   OK then, moving to sexual dialogue, you evoke for us a Thurber cartoon – just to show us how far this goes back – of a man at the foot of the stairwell saying to his date at the end of the evening, ‘You wait here, and I’ll bring the etchings down’. What’s happening when a man says to a woman ‘come up and see my etchings’?


Pinker   It works at a number of levels. One of them is the man doesn’t know whether the woman wants to have a sexual relationship. You’re just going out for dinner or to see a movie. But though companionship is the ostensible purpose of the outing, what makes it a date is that a sexual relationship is a possibility. Yet in many ways a sexual relationship and a platonic relationship are incompatible. It’s got to be fish or fowl. The man doesn’t know the woman’s intentions. If he, say, blurted out ‘do you want to come up and have sex?’ and she were to say yes, then that would be fine. On the other hand, if she were to say ‘no’, that would lead to the situation in which it’s become apparent that his interest was sexual, and hers was not. We’d then have a special emotion which we call awk- wardness that comes in situations where there is a mismatch between the relationship assumed by one person and the relationship assumed by the other person. One way of avoiding the awkwardness is to frame a question in such a way that a willing partner can recognise the intent, and therefore consummate the deal, and an unwilling partner can treat it at face value and therefore preserve the more comfortable relationship. So there is plausible deniability. Sartre has a version of this scenario, a philosophical parable in Being and Nothingness (Chapter 2, ‘Bad Faith’, Section II ‘Patterns of Bad Faith’.) I think that is also the source behind the veiled bribes, like ‘gee, officer, is there some way that we could settle the ticket here without a lot of difficulty?’


McEwan  Take us through the bribes: because it seems as if seduction and bribery semantically have some sort of relationship. There’s the traffic cop, he’s already put the thing on your car, and you don’t know whether he’s corrupt or not... So how do you go about offering him a bribe? I’d like to know...


Pinker  Well, this does have some practical importance. The problem with saying ‘if I give you ten pounds, would you let me go?’ is that you don’t know the intentions of the officer. You could be risking an arrest for bribery, which is a much higher cost than a traffic ticket itself. This is an actual scene in a movie Fargo that some of you may remember: if you’re asked to produce your licence and you show the wallet with the licence exposed with a 50 dollar bill extending ever so slightly, then you say ‘well, is there some way we could settle this here?’ that way the corrupt officer could accept the bribe, the honest one couldn’t make the charge stick in court.


On the other hand, there was an intriguing article in Gourmet Magazine, where an editor dared a food writer, a restaurant reviewer, to see if he could bribe his way into the most exclusive restaurants in Manhattan without a reservation, if the Maître D’ would seat him immediately in exchange for a twenty dollar bill. The interesting thing was that, first of all, the food writer spontaneously resorted to euphemism – ‘I was wondering if you had a cancellation’ – as he held up the bill, just sort of discreetly under his hand. Or he said, ‘this is a really important night for me’. The other interesting thing is that it worked every single time. All Maître D’s are bribable.


McEwan   But in every case, the journalist did it so he could plausibly deny that was what he was doing...


Pinker   The main keys to this puzzle are just the game-theoretical-logic of plausible deniability, and the fact that relationship mismatches in social life can lead to awkwardness. We are wary of a cost, even when we are not going to be sent to jail or given a fine: someone turning down a sexual overture, or a Maitre D’ indignantly saying ‘what sort of establishment do you think this is?’, strikes enough terror into us that it’s comparable to being arrested.


But there’s another part too. For all the glories of language, we seem constituted to feel that there are some domains in which language is inappropriate – in particular, it’s inappropriate in a communal relationship, one of the three basic types of human relationship identified by the anthropologist Alan Fiske. It encompasses relationships within a family, like a husband and wife, or boyfriend and girlfriend, very close friends, a tightly-knit platoon of comrades. That kind of relationship, where you share indiscriminately without demanding reciprocity, where you feel like one unit, tends not to be negotiated through language. A parent doesn’t articulate all its parental responsibilities to a child, or vice versa. When two friends get together, they don’t say ‘well, lets agree to have beer at least two times a week, and if you ever need money, I’ll loan it to you, and if I’m ever in hospital, you’ll visit, and here’s the contract for our friendship’. And in our intimate, romantic, and sexual relationships, we cement them through other forms of communication, through bodily contact, hugs, handshakes, cuddling, sex, pats on the back. It depends on the relationship. Communal meals are a key bonding ritual all over the world, and of course an essential component of a date – by breaking bread together, it’s almost as if you were the same stuff. By eating the same stuff, since you are what you eat, you are the same stuff.


Often there are rituals of blood, cutting fingers and letting the blood mingle. So it’s almost a folk biological notion of merging essences that we rely on to cement an intimate relationship. And language is not only not up to the task, it can even subvert the relationship. Anyone who had articulated exactly what the terms of their romantic relationship were, would not be getting the point of a romantic relationship.


McEwan   No, you wouldn’t want to say ‘why are we at the opera?’


Pinker   Yes, right....


I hope I don’t embarrass you by raising your recent book On Chesil Beach, a haunting novel. It’s very much a novel about language by its absence. A newly-wed couple are paralysed and unable to convey their current feelings about the consummation of their marriage in words. The plot very much hinges on that inability to use language. I was heartened that the first words in the novel were ‘they were young, educated, and both virgins, on this, their wedding night, and they lived in a time when a conversation about sexual difficulties was plainly impossible. But it is never easy’. So, it is set in that era in which open talk about sex was taboo. But I was glad when you added that it never is easy. The fact that it’s never easy reflects the idea that most intimate relationships are ones that we don’t negotiate through words. This can lead to great tragedies. We force ourselves to use words to express it, but it doesn’t come easy. And I think the ultimate reason, if I can just go a level deeper, is that communal relationships, alliances, families, marriages, are things where, to commit yourself, there is an advantage to it being involuntary, emotional, visceral. Why would anyone commit themselves, making them vulnerable to be deserted or betrayed? How do you persuade someone to commit themselves, given the risk that they engage in? If you calculate while you’re in the relationship, well, you might calculate why it no longer pays to be in that relationship. I think it’s important to convince the other party that it came over you, you feel it in your marrow, it’s not rational. I think that’s why we have a phobia of articulating it in words, which of course is connected to the rational decision-making part of the brain. When words are exchanged in these communal relationships, they’re often formulas, they’re not articulate speech composed for the occasion. They are things like prayers, which are the same every time, they are almost behaviour rather than conversation, pledges of allegiance. ‘I pledge allegiance to the flag blahblahblahblahblah’, ‘I love you’, ‘I love you too’, that exchange, which is not a conversation, is really a kind of behaviour. That’s the only kind of language we tolerate.


McEwan    And you don’t say for how long, do you? But you mean now and forever.


Pinker    And it’s the act of saying it and of reciprocating that cements the emotion, not the actual content as a proposition.

Questions from the floor   


Woman    What is going on when we swear and use taboo language? Is it
verbal violence, is it subversion, what’s going on there?


Pinker    It can be a kind of verbal violence. I’m glad you raised the question. It is actually a continuation of this last bit of the conversation, because of course the inability to refer to sexuality and other domains is a kind of taboo, and when there are certain words for it, they tend to become taboo. Often words for highly fraught subjects, for sexuality, for excretion, for deities, for disfavoured people, whether they be enemies, infidels, cripples, despised minorities, death and disease, subjects that arouse strong negative emotion, tend to be taboo. Now, of course that can’t be the only ingredient to swearing, because we have euphemisms for all these terms that are perfectly acceptable. We can talk about copulating, or making love, or faeces, or the Almighty, so it’s not just the meaning of the term, but packed into a taboo term is the implicit message that I’m using this word in order to make you think about the most fraught or disagreeable aspects of the phenomenon. Far from trying to hide something, which is what we do with a euphemism, I’m forcing it on you, what we would sometimes call dysphemism. So the heart of swearing is forcing the listener to try on a disagreeable thought through the medium of language. The emotional power that words can have by that route then makes them adaptable to a number of other forms of swearing. There are more idiomatic or non-literal uses of these words, as in curses, like ‘fuck off’, or ‘fuck yourself’. Then there are these strange idioms that don’t make any syntactic or semantic sense, like ‘close the fucking door’, or ‘what the fuck is going on’, where it’s completely unclear what the word is doing in the construction.


McEwan    I should add there are several pages on the difficult semantics of ‘shut the fucking door’, for those interested. But just to clear up, I know everyone will have this thought: isn’t sex also a source of enormous pleasure, so how is its negative connotation in swearing so automatic?


Pinker    It’s an interesting question. Sometimes when I outline this idea, people say ‘well how does sex fit into the list? Isn’t it positive, why is it negative?’ Of course it can be positive, with consenting adults, but that’s probably a small fraction of the sexual scenarios that we can imagine that take place. There’s also exploitation, there’s the possibility of illegitimacy, there’s the possibility of cuckoldry, of infidelity, of rape, of child abuse, so if you think of the full sweep of sexuality in human experience, there are lot of nasty emotions it can arouse, and I think that’s what charges sexual language with its sense of taboo.


Woman 2   I want to go back to the question of irregular verbs. It’s often seemed to me that in every language that I’ve tried to learn, ‘to be’, and ‘to have’ are the most irregular verbs, and they’re also the most personal ones. Is that significant, or am I missing the point?


Pinker    Yes, no, well, yes and no. It’s common that verbs like ‘be’, ‘have’, ‘go’, ‘do’, ‘say’ are irregular across languages. I think the main reason is frequency, because irregulars depend on memory, the more often you hear something the better you remember it. For something to re- main in the language as an irregular, it has to be used often enough that every generation has plenty of opportunity to hear the past tense form. Verbs that are either very generic, like ‘be’ and ‘have’, or that are auxil- iaries, that are put to a secondary use to express tense and modality and negation and so on, we hear them so often that they can afford to survive in highly irregular forms. So that’s the short answer.


Man  Steven, you referred, in your comments to numeracy and counting, to the phrase ‘innate faculty of numeracy’. My question is, and it’s an important one, is there within children, or indeed all of us, an innate faculty of literacy, which might be encouraged or neglected?


Pinker  There probably is not an innate faculty of literacy. And there’s probably not an innate faculty of numeracy in the sense of formal arithmetic or counting. Innately, we seem incapable of apprehending exact quantities more than about three. In common with other primates, as I said. Schools are important because they teach tremendously useful and valuable things for which we don’t have innate faculties – reading and writing being one, and counting and doing simple maths is another.


Man 2 You talked in the Science Friday Podcast about the feedback loop between the language that we use and the world model that we use to construct the thoughts with which we then express in our language. You said, in effect, that language doesn’t drive the world, that it’s more the other way round. What baffles me is the way in which we have different world models. I mean, I’ve been married close to 30 years, and there are times when I talk to my wife that I think I’m communicating with a member of an alien species. I’ve had a scientific technical background. I have this nice, clear, hierarchical, structured world model which can be elegantly traversed. Whereas I think my wife’s resembles something like a bowl of spaghetti, and a journey through it – oh good, I’m being politically incorrect – is a bit like going through space mountains, you know, travelling in the dark with lots of twists and turns.


Pinker  Can we hear from your wife?


Man 2  I didn’t bring her. Could you comment on the way in which we have these different world models, because that seems to me to be at the bottom of a lot of communication problems.


Pinker  Different world views? In the sense that in order to interpret this indirect speech, everything from polite request to veiled bribes, you rely on a background theory of the psychology of your interlocutor, you tap into the implicit theory of what’s going on in the mind of the speaker. Now there are certain things that you can assume of just about everyone. They want certain things, they know certain things. When you are wrong, when you just don’t know the other person – whether because they come from a different culture, or they have personal quirks, or they are a member of the opposite sex – then there can be miscommunication, inadvertent, or in the case of, say, the Clinton testimony, deliberate, where you challenge, or fail to grasp, all of this background knowledge that goes into interpreting an indirect utterance. It’s also the reason why we don’t have very good computer language-understanding systems. The problem isn’t so much in programming the computer with the grammar and vocabulary of English, but programming a computer with the common sense that’s needed to read between the lines – which we do effortlessly, and which requires a knowledge of the other party. You’d basically have to programme a computer with the entirety of human common sense, for it to do all the listening between the lines that we effortlessly engage in.


Woman 3   Do we have a fair chance of ever successfully negotiating our relationships, if it’s a foreign language we’re speaking?


Pinker   Are you referring specifically to the male/female difference, or just the difference that both sexes have?


Woman 3   No, foreign languages. If it’s a foreign language we’re speaking.


Pinker   Do you mean literally foreign language? I mean if the man is Hungarian and the woman is French, or generally?


Woman 3   No, I mean in general. I mean, for example, I am a German native, and if I speak English, do I have a fair chance of really negotiating relationships successfully?


Pinker   Oh, well, I would think so. Although, as diplomats, business people, travellers soon learn, there can be miscommunications in another language. For example, if you don’t know the base line level of indirectness or politeness that is standard in a culture like Japan, where a great deal of indirectness and politeness is expected. In another culture, like America, where people get to the point much more quickly, you aren’t aware of what’s expected, and there can be miscommunications. If you’re not aware of that particular other party, there can be miscommunications. There’s also the universal difficulty of some things just being hard to articulate in any language, as in the case of a sexual relationship that’s limned out in On Chesil Beach, where even speaking the same language doesn’t get you over the barrier of the things you can’t talk about.


Woman 4  I wonder if Ian could tell us, as a novelist, how much thought goes into the naming of his characters?


McEwan  Not as much as some people would like. I’m not of that school of writers who thinks that naming a character is to deeply encode a set of meanings. What I do is to cast around for names. Why do they end up attracting me? Because I don’t know anyone of that name, or few people of that name. It would be hard for me to write a novel whose heroine was called Annalena, because that’s the name of my wife. So I have to have a degree of unfamiliarity. But, here’s a name for you, Steven. I sort of add this for your files, but it might be already in it. When I lived in Oxford, and my wife lived in London, we learnt a word from John Bayley, an academic at Oxford, as a name for our relationship, and it was ‘telegamy’.


Pinker  ‘Telegamy.’ Oh, that’s excellent.


McEwan  And we began to find this was a very useful word, for partners who live separately. They have a telegamous relationship. As soon as you said it about people, you knew that meant trains, and rush hours, and weekends, and all the complications involved. So it is the case that every now and then a word will come along and fill the gap. But as you said, even with a creative and dynamic word culture as in the United States, no one has come up for a word for the decade we’re currently in, and it seems very disappointing. These aren’t the Noughties, what are they?


Pinker  Yes, the zeros. Likewise the word for unmarried heterosexual partners. There isn’t a perfectly good word...


McEwan  Even partner doesn’t seem...


Pinker  Well, see, when I refer to my partner, then I have to say ‘oh, and by the way, I’m not gay’ – not that there’s anything wrong with it.






 A Good Idea in Theory
Cigarette Break

 Heidegger, Being and Time (trans John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, Blackwell, 1962) p 103: ‘In our concernful dealings, however, we not only come up against unusable things within what is ready-to-hand already: we also find things which are missing – which not only are not ‘handy’ but are not ‘to hand’ at all. Again, to miss something in this way amounts to coming across something un-ready-to-hand. When we notice what is un-ready-to-hand, that which is ready-to-hand enters the mode of obtrusiveness. The more urgently we need what is missing, and the more authentically it is encountered in its un-readiness-to-hand, all the more obtrusive does that which is ready-to-hand become – so much so, indeed, that it seems to lose its character of readiness-to-hand. It reveals itself as something just present-to-hand and no more, which cannot be budged without the thing that is missing. The helpless way in which we stand before it is a deficient mode of concern, and as such it uncovers the Being-just-present-at-hand-and-no-more of something ready-to-hand.’


Argal: when you want a fag, and you haven’t got a fag, you really want a fag. (‘When we notice what is un-ready-to-hand, that which is ready-to-hand enters the mode of obtrusiveness’: you have, however, got the bloody matches.)






 Adam Thirlwell
Kitsch and W G Sebald

 ‘Nothing easier than to have a noble style when you express nothing new.’ –  Stendhal, 24 November 1834


1.


I was sixteen. It was the summer holidays. I was sitting at the white laminate desk that formed part of an integrated system with my pine bunk bed. Open beside me was the Collins-Robert French Dictionary.


Word by word, I translated Le Livre des Questions, by Edmond Jabès – a work praised by Jacques Derrida for its melancholy wisdom, its endless questioning of the limits of writing. ‘The problem of being Jewish, and the problem of writing, are one and the same,’ said Jabès. Jacques Derrida agreed.


I agreed too.


I wanted to be a European intellectual.


If it was sunny, I would make myself a jug of milky Camp coffee, go into the garden, relax on the white plastic slatted recliner and unwind – frowning at the poetry of Paul Celan.


* * *


W G Sebald was born in 1944, in Wertach im Allgäu, in Germany.


He was a European intellectual.


He studied German language and literature in Freiburg, Switzerland and Manchester. In 1970, he settled permanently in England. Until his death in 2001, he was Professor of European Literature at the University of East Anglia. According to his UEA students, he could speak ten languages.


He was also a novelist. He wrote in German, and worked closely with his English translators. Vertigo was first published (with the German title Dizziness, Feelings) in 1990, and translated in 1999. The Emigrants was published in 1993, and translated in 1996. The Rings of Saturn was first published in 1995, and translated in 1998. A series of lectures, Air War and Literature, was first published in German in 1999. Austerlitz was published in both English and German in 2001.


Sebald died in December 2001. 


With three extra essays, Air War and Literature was translated into
English and published in 2003 as  On the Natural History of Destruction. 



* * *


I do not speak any German.



* * *


This essay, however, is not only about W G Sebald. This essay is about kitsch.


But what is kitsch?


In the New York Review of Books, on the 25 September 1980, Susan Sontag wrote this sentence about Elias Canetti: ‘His real task is not to exercise his talent for explanation but, by being witness to the age, to set the largest, most edifying standards of despair.’


That is kitsch.


In The Rings of Saturn – fifteen years later – W G Sebald wrote this sentence: ‘For the history of every individual, of every social order, indeed of the whole world, does not describe an ever-widening, more and more wonderful arc, but rather follows a course which, once the meridian is reached, leads without fail down into the dark.’


That is kitsch too. Kitsch is universal. 



* * *


But I am not writing about all forms of kitsch. I am writing about one form of kitsch – artistic, intellectual – which becomes obvious around the time of romanticism. This form is a way of thinking – it is an intellectual cliché. It flourishes – is vividly itself – only in the later stages of the nineteenth century, and all of the twentieth, and so far, the twenty-first.


Let me be clear what I mean about kitsch deriving from romanticism. Romanticism makes emotion a value in itself. Without this, there can be no kitsch.


* * *


The premise of kitsch is simple: the history of the world is the history of pain. History is a succession of brutal and meaningless facts.


If you believe this, then you are kitsch.


And W G Sebald believes this. In The Rings of Saturn, he says: ‘Now, as I write, and think once more of our history, which is but a long account of calamities...’ His characters believe it as well. Again, in The Rings of Saturn: ‘Looking back, she said, she realised that history consists of nothing but misfortune and the troubles that afflict us, so that in all our days on earth we never know one single moment that is genuinely free of fear.’


(Let us note, to anticipate myself, the otiose nature of ‘Looking back’, ‘the troubles that afflict us’, ‘in all our days on earth’, and ‘single’. You can often have fun rewriting the sentences of W G Sebald. For instance, this one could have been: ‘She realised that history consists of nothing but misfortune, so that we never know one moment that is genuinely free of fear.’)


Atrocities are everywhere. That is the central message of W G Sebald.


It is the primary kitsch cliché. It was already framed in 1923 by T S Eliot, when he lamented ‘the immense panorama of futility and meaninglessness that is contemporary history’.


* * *


The history of the world is the history of pain. This might look like an exaggeration, but, kitsch argues, it is true. And the only response available is despair.


Despair is the second kitsch cliché.


In Austerlitz, Austerlitz notes ‘the fact that my life has always, for as far back as I can remember, been clouded by unrelieved despair’. In The Rings of Saturn, the narrator has ‘a kind of heartache’.


We can add a few more reasons for this despair. The world is meaningless. There is no God. There are no objective truths. We do not understand anything, least of all ourselves.


All these are reasons to despair.


But why should a Godless world make us despair? Personally, I do not see the link. But, to kitsch, the link is obvious. Sartre says: ‘man is forlorn, because neither within him nor without does he find anything to cling to.’ And W G Sebald echoes him: ‘If we view ourselves from a great height, it is frightening to realise how little we know about our species, our purpose and our end, I thought, as we crossed the coastline and flew out over the jelly-green sea.’


Again, I do not see why this is necessarily frightening.


We are thrown onto an earth which we do not understand, and the only response is despair. That is the kitsch position so far. It is what Heidegger called ‘Geworfenheit-im-Dasein’: ‘thrownness into being’.


* * *


But there is more to kitsch than that.


Kitsch also has beliefs about language, and about literature.


Because this world is meaningless, because there are no objective truths, kitsch is also in despair about language. The kitsch position is that language is unable to express this meaningless reality. All our words fail us.


The most famous formulation is Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s ‘The Letter of Lord Chandos’: ‘My case, in short, is this: I have lost completely the ability to think or speak of anything coherently... Single words floated round me; they congealed into eyes which stared at me and into which I was forced to stare back – whirlpools which gave me vertigo and, reeling incessantly, led into the void.’


W G Sebald’s first novel was called Vertigo. Just like Hofmannsthal’s Lord Chandos, his narrator is existentially challenged by the meaninglessness of the world and the meaninglessness of language.


Because it is linguistic, the work of literature, by definition, cannot represent reality accurately. And since kitsch believes in the inadequacy of language to reality, kitsch also believes that all great literature does not believe in literature. Technique is necessarily inauthentic.


(This leads to another subset of kitsch cliché – that great literature aspires to the condition of silence. But I am not interested in that subset, not now.)
Kitsch substitutes despair – as an aesthetic value – for talent. Instead of judging a work by the quality of its technique, one judges it by the quality of its despair.


In other words: kitsch believes that the only literary value is sincerity.


So, Adorno can write about contemporary music: ‘The sounds are still the same. But the experience of angst, which made their originals great, has vanished.’ Or Maurice Nadeau can praise Samuel Beckett, whose genius made him ‘abandon the conventional fields of literature and penetrate deeper into that zone of darkness, into that border region where language fails, where life and death meet, where existence and consciousness dissolve and the explorer’s path leads to the ante-chamber of silence, of pure reality’. Or Susan Sontag can praise Canetti for the standards of his despair. Or she can praise W G Sebald for being a ‘contemporary master of the literature of lament and of mental restlessness’.


But only technique is serious. Sincerity is not serious. In fact, in art, sincerity is impossible.


What I mean is this. All art is artistic. Novels are not an organ of feeling: they are an artefact. We feel in feelings. Sincerity in literature, therefore, involves the author’s artful reconstruction of the original and true feelings – for the benefit of the reader.


A novel is not a feeling. It is the reconstruction of a feeling. And the way it is reconstructed is technique.


* * *


I can’t tell how seriously other people take seriousness. I do not take it very seriously.


In art, there are two forms of seriousness. There is true seriousness, which takes the form seriously. It cares about precision and style. This is not what kitsch people mean by seriousness. They mean kitsch seriousness, which takes the world seriously. It cares about ideas, and conventional content.


Rather than making an aesthetic form, kitsch cares about making its point – that only despair is artistically serious.


This was old-fashioned in 1955.



* * *


In 1955, Georg Lukács wrote a series of lectures, collected in 1957 as The Meaning of Contemporary Realism. One was called ‘Franz Kafka or Thomas Mann?’, in which Lukács argues that every writer faces the question – ‘acceptance or rejection of angst? Ought angst to be taken as an absolute, or ought it to be overcome? Should it be considered one reaction among others, or should it become the determinant of the condition humaine?’ As a communist, Lukács could see that metaphysical resignation was a threat to progress and the idea of the writer as engagé. That was activist Lukács, challenging the trend, the modernist norm.


Moreover, there were consequences for fiction: Lukács foresaw the crudely schematic division of characters into inauthentic bourgeois automata, or authentic glamorous angst-ridden outsiders.


This is unpersuaded W G Sebald: ‘It has often struck me that when country people set eyes on a foreigner they are quite overawed, and even if he has a good command of their language, they find it hard to understand him. The girl in Middleton village shop was no exception, and merely shook her head nervously when I asked for mineral water. What she at length sold me was an ice-cold can of Cherry Coke, which I drained at a draught like a cup of hemlock...’


At first, you think the disproportion must be a joke.


 * * *


Although kitsch is universal, however, some centuries are more kitsch than others.


Kitsch was very successful in the twentieth century. This was because of one historical event – the Shoah.


The Shoah – argues kitsch – proves that the world is meaningless, that God does not exist, that the history of man is the history of pain. Moreover, it is impossible to describe the Shoah in words. Words fail it, just as words fail all reality. No description can be adequate to the horror.


This is not true, I think. The Shoah proves nothing. Nor is it true that the Shoah is indescribable. There is Claude Lanzmann, or Tadeusz Borowski, or Primo Levi, or Art Spiegelman, or Paul Steinberg.


Kitsch, however, denies this. In an interview with Maya Jaggi in the Guardian (22 September 2001), W G Sebald argued against depicting the Shoah on film. ‘It can only become an obscenity, like Schindler’s List, where you know the extras who get mown down will be drinking Coca-Cola after the filming.’


That is a version of kitsch. By definition, thinks Sebald, no film about the Shoah can depict it truthfully. This is not because, say, Schindler’s List sentimentally misrepresents the reality of the Shoah. It is not truthful simply because it is a film. W G Sebald is not attacking Schindler’s List. He is attacking any depiction of the Shoah, because it is not the Shoah itself. And this is crazy. What is wrong with extras drinking Coca-Cola?


It is only wrong if you believe, sentimentally, that art cannot represent reality: that despair is more truthful than technique.


In conversation at the South Bank Centre, on 24 September 2001, again with Maya Jaggi, Sebald said: ‘It was also clear you could not write directly about the horror of persecution in its ultimate forms, because no one could bear to look at these things without losing their sanity.’


This is an extension of the kitsch position. You might think that, if you cannot look at these things without losing your sanity, then Sebald would avoid any direct description of the Shoah. And, generally, he does. But not always. In Austerlitz, he describes a camp in Belgium: ‘I could not imagine how the prisoners, very few of whom had probably ever done hard physical labour before their arrest and internment, could have pushed these barrows full of heavy detritus over the sun-baked clay of the ground, furrowed by ruts as hard as stone, or through the mire that was churned up after a single day’s rain; it was impossible to picture them bracing themselves against the weight until their hearts nearly burst...’


While feigning the impossibility of imagination, Sebald uses a literary technique – occupatio – to imagine it. Occupatio is where you say that you will not talk about something, but in saying that, you talk about it.


There is another problem for Sebald too. Not only does he use a literary technique: he also uses it badly. ‘Sun-baked’ is a cliché; ‘of the ground’ is otiose; ‘hard as stone’ is a cliché; ‘mire’ is an imprecise archaism; ‘hearts nearly burst’ is a cliché.


There is no good writing without skilful technique. The kitsch attempt to get beyond technique is impossible. The only criterion by which one needs to judge a work of art is how skilful the technique is.


Compare the prose’s dull imprecision here with, say, Saul Bellow’s Mr Sammler – a survivor of the Shoah – emerging in Zamosht with his ‘dead eye bulging – like a whelk.’ Or Isaac Bashevis Singer’s great novel Enemies: Herman Broder has hidden for years from the Nazis in a hayloft, ‘bitten by insects, field mice, rats’. These ‘years wasted’ were also – wonderfully, cruelly, precisely – a ‘respite’ from his difficult wife.


Like Sebald, neither Singer nor Bellow experienced the Shoah personally. They had to imagine it. And Singer and Bellow could, while Sebald could not.


* * *


But if I don’t speak German, how can I discuss Sebald’s technique?


I do not need any German. Sebald spoke fluent English. He worked with his translators. The English texts are not quite independent translations, they are much closer to being originals.


And there is a more important reason. A kitsch version of translation theory argues that it is impossible to judge a work in translation – because a work is dependent on the specific phonetics and connotations of its language. Now, it is obviously partly true that a work is dependent on its language’s phonetics and connotations. But it is not absolutely true. There is more to a style than that. Most of a style, in fact, consists of more structural and rhetorical elements. It is possible, for instance, to notice a cliché in translation.


Kitsch is what survives if translations are read uncritically.


Of course you can judge a book in another language. Otherwise, it would be impossible to be a European intellectual. Let’s be pragmatic here. No one can speak all the languages. A book that resisted all judgment in a competent translation would be unreadable in its own language.


For instance, I read Edmond Jabès in the original, because I thought that I could not judge Jabès in his academic and unreadable translations. But I was wrong. Edmond Jabès is academic and unreadable in French as well.



* * *


Kitsch believes that all great literature does not believe in literature. It does not believe in the flimsy techniques of ‘art’: technique is necessarily inauthentic; the idea that a work of literature can represent reality accurately is absurd. Kitsch does not value the technique of a work of art, but the sincerity of a work’s emotion.


But we can only judge a work of art by its technique.


So the second part of this essay will examine the technique of W G Sebald – from the sentences and dialogue, to the plot.


Now, this is going to be arduous. (It may be fun as well.) There will be a lot of quotations. These will be long quotations. They are not, however, the most prolix quotations I could have chosen. For instance, one sentence in Austerlitz lasts twelve pages. Often, when reading these sentences, you may be filled with a kind of claustrophobia, a kind of terror. Imperceptibly, an angst will begin to manifest itself: is there a toilet in this sentence?


2.

Kitsch cannot do detail.

Sebald cannot do detail. He cannot do what Henry James called ‘solidity of specification’. He is inexorably drawn to plurals. Whereas detail is singular.


In Austerlitz: ‘we saw the black clouds of smoke hovering over the guns, the cannonballs flying past above the heads of the troops, the glint of bayonets as the first rays of the sun penetrated the mist...’


In The Rings of Saturn: ‘The dying throes of courtly life went side by side with the most unscrupulous machinations, complex intrigues were connived at, smuggling syndicates were founded, and shady deals [shady deals!] agreed.’


According to Sebald: ‘All of us, even when we think we have noted every tiny detail, resort to set pieces which have already been staged often enough by others. We try to reproduce the reality, but the harder we try, the more we find the pictures that make up the stock-in-trade of the spectacle of history forcing themselves upon us...’


This is not a theory, not quite: it is really an alibi. This generalisation is very useful if you have no talent for precise description.


In Vertigo, a policeman at his typewriter ‘dashed off the following document, which he tore out of the rollers with a flourish the moment he had completed it’. And this is not precise. This is a cliché.


When Sebald attempts a detail, it is nearly always clichéd or trite.


This is Sebald’s null description of a recession: ‘Nowadays, in some of the streets almost every other house is up for sale; factory owners, shopkeepers and private individuals are sliding ever deeper into debt; week in, week out, some bankrupt or unemployed person hangs himself...’


Nor is Sebald good with alcohol. In The Rings of Saturn, he mentions ‘pubs that emit a sour reek of beer from their dark doorways’. Compare this to Joyce in Ulysses: ‘He approached Larry O’Rourke’s. From the cellar grating floated up the flabby gush of porter. Through the open doorway the bar squirted out whiffs of ginger, teadust, biscuitmush.’


There are many more impossible descriptions of the real world.


This is W G Sebald moving from unthinking prejudice to hysterical overwriting, as he tries to describe businessmen in a bar.

Leaning my head against the wall, and breathing deeply and slowly from time to time when I felt nausea rising, I had for a good while been watching the toilers in the City gold-mines as they came to meet at their usual watering hole early in the evening, all of them identical [?] in their dark-blue suits, striped shirts and gaudy ties, and as I tried to grasp the mysterious habits of the members of this species, which is not to be found in any bestiary – their preference for crowding close together, their semi-gregarious, semi-aggressive demeanour, the way they put their throats back in emptying their glasses, the increasingly excitable babble of their voices, the sudden hasty departure of one or another of them – as I was watching all of this I suddenly noticed a solitary figure on the edge of the agitated crowd.

In the interests of angst, he overwrites ordinary torpid tourists in Vertigo: ‘Holidaymakers were everywhere, in couples or family groups, a gaudy crowd moving like a cortège in procession through the narrow streets of the small resort locked between the lake and the sheer side of the mountain. Their sunburnt, painted faces swaying over the solid mass of their bodies were those of the wandering dead. Unhappy they seemed, every one of them, condemned to haunt these streets night after night.’


This is W G Sebald running an existentialist temperature in McDonald’s: ‘No longer able to decide on a place to eat, I bought a carton of chips at McDonald’s, where I felt like a criminal wanted worldwide as I stood at the brightly lit counter, and ate them as I walked back to my hotel.’ Compare this to Austerlitz – ‘Only at Liverpool Street station, where he waited with me in McDonald’s until my train left, and after a casual remark about the glaring light which, so he said, allowed not even the hint of a shadow and perpetuated the momentary terror of a lightning flash – only at Liverpool Street did he resume his story.’


And this is him trying to watch TV. ‘I no longer dared switch on the television in my room’.

Kitsch cannot do metaphor, or simile.

Sebald cannot do metaphor. ‘Like strange monsters going home to their dens to sleep in the evening, they hovered above us in the darkening air, rigid wings extended from their bodies.’


These are planes.


Nor can he do simile. In The Rings of Saturn, the narrator contemplates various heaps of manuscript: ‘it once occurred to me that at dusk, when all of this paper seemed to gather into itself the pallor of the fading light, it was like the snow in the fields, long ago, beneath the ink-black sky.’


What does ‘long ago’ mean here? In what way is it related to the colour of snow? Was snow a different colour in the eighteenth century? Jelly-green, perhaps?


Also, once Sebald has thought of a metaphor, or a simile, it is rare for him not to repeat it.


Take one example – the motif of ‘Travellers in the Wilderness’.


This is a library in Austerlitz: ‘my first thought of them, said Austerlitz, was that the people whom I saw crouching so close to the ground, some by themselves and some in small groups, were members of a wandering tribe encamped here on their way through the Sahara or the Sinai desert in the last glow of the setting sun, in order to await the coming of darkness.’


This is a beach in The Rings of Saturn: ‘From the footpath that runs along the grassy dunes and low cliffs one can see, at any time of the day or night and at any time of the year, as I have often found, all manner of tent-like shelters made of poles and cordage, sailcloth and oilskin, along the pebble beach. They are strung out in a long line on the margin of the sea, at regular intervals. It is as if the last stragglers of some nomadic people had settled there, at the outermost limits of the earth, in expectation of the miracle longed for since time immemorial, the miracle which would justify all their erstwhile [erstwhile!] privations and wanderings.’


This is Venice in Vertigo: ‘At Santa Lucia I was one of the last to get out. With my blue canvas bag slung as ever across my shoulder, I slowly walked down the platform to the station hall, where a veritable [!] army of backpackers were lying on the stone floor in sleeping-bags on straw mats, close to each other like an alien people resting on their way through the desert.’


This brings us back to the beginning of Austerlitz, in another waiting room in Antwerp, where the narrator is struck by ‘the passing thought, nonsensical in itself, that they were the last members of a diminutive race which had perished or had been expelled from its homeland...’

Kitsch cannot do sentences.

There are two types of bad sentence in Sebald. There are dead sentences: ‘The feathered shuttlecock flew between us as we struck it back and forth.’ ‘Feathered’ and ‘as we struck it back and forth’ are otiose. It could read, ‘The shuttlecock flew between us’.


Then there are ugly sentences, whose syntax is distressingly opaque. 


Never mind the quality: feel the length.

It was through an interest in every aspect of French civilization, she added, something which as an enthusiastic student of Romance culture I shared with both Agatá and Maximillian, that a friendship began to develop between us immediately after our first conversation on the day when they moved in, a friendship which led quite naturally, so Vera told me, said Austerlitz, to her offering, since unlike Agatá and Maximillian she had her time largely at her own disposal, to assume the duties of nanny for the few years until I started nursery school.

Within these Piranesian sentences, there is also a lot of cliché: ‘quite a number of them went home looking white as a sheet’; ‘in this dreadful state of mind I sat for hours, for days on end with my face to the wall’; ‘The damage spread slowly at first... and then caught like wildfire’; ‘the Taiping rebellion...spread like wildfire’; ‘a beatifically beaming couple surrounded by the motley host of their grandchildren’; ‘reparation payments of truly astronomical proportions’; and, my favourite, ‘The days that remained to her were numbered.’ I do not blame his translators for this. I blame him.

Kitsch cannot link paragraphs.

There is an idea that W G Sebald is a master of digressive prose. But there are few digressions in Sebald. A digression implies spontaneity, a refusal to be rigidly thematic and schematic – whereas, in Sebald, everything has its banal and despairing point.


Therefore Sebald’s transitions between paragraphs are comically inept imitations of digressions.


In Austerlitz:

Before returning to Brussels I warmed up a little in one of the restaurants. At the far end of the room, in the dim light that entered by the Belgian bulls’-eye panes, sat a hunchbacked pensioner. She was wearing a woollen cap, a winter coat made of thick burled material, and fingerless gloves. The waitress brought her a plate with a huge piece of meat. The old woman stared at it for a while, then produced from her handbag a small, sharp knife with a wooden handle and began to cut it up. She would have been born, it occurs to me now, at about the time that the Congo railway was completed.
[transition]

The first news of the nature and extent of the crimes committed against the native people in the course of opening up the Congo came to public attention in 1903 through Roger Casement...

Compare this with the nineteenth-century Brazilian novelist Machado de Assis’s great comic and clever novel, The Posthumous Memoirs of Brás Cubas: ‘And now watch the skill, the art with which I make the greatest transition in this book. Watch. My delirium began in Virgília’s presence. Virgília was the great sin of my youth. There’s no youth without childhood, childhood presumes birth, and here is how we come, effortlessly, to that day of October 20, 1805, on which I was born. See? Seamlessly, nothing to divert the reader’s calm attention, nothing.’

Kitsch cannot do dialogue.

‘It was odd, she said at last, but she had the impression that although everything else was in perfect order the writing-desk had not been dusted for years. What can be the explanation, she asked me, said Austerlitz, of this remarkable phenomenon? Do ghosts haunt the desk, I wonder? I don’t remember what I replied, said Austerlitz...’


Put into dialogue form, this is the result:

‘It is odd, but I have the impression that although everything else is in perfect order the writing-desk has not been dusted for years. What can be the explanation of this remarkable phenomenon? Do ghosts haunt the desk, I wonder?’

Or, in The Rings of Saturn: ‘I have come to say goodbye, I said, stepping into the bower formed by the spreading branches. She was holding a broad-brimmed hat like a pilgrim’s, the same red as her dress, and now that I was standing beside her she seemed very far away. She looked right through me, her eyes vacant. I have left my address and telephone number, so that if you ever want... I broke the sentence off, not knowing how it might continue. In any case, I noticed that Catherine was not listening. At one point, she said after a while, at one point we thought we might raise silkworms in one of the empty rooms. But then we never did. Oh, for the countless things one fails to do!’


This becomes:

‘I have come to say goodbye. I have left my address and telephone number, so that if you ever want...’


‘At one point, at one point we thought we might raise silkworms in one of the empty rooms. But then we never did. Oh, for the countless things one fails to do!’

Kitsch cannot do character.

When Sebald describes a character, he exaggerates, simplifies, falsifies. He states a symbolic detail, rather than an imaginatively precise one.


In Austerlitz, this is how we understand that Austerlitz had been on a Kindertransport. ‘But then again, it was also true that he was still obeying an impulse which he himself, to this day, did not really understand, but which was somehow linked to his early fascination with the idea of a network such as that of the entire railway system.’


As an index of character, this is as crude as André Malraux, whom Nabokov read with raised eyebrows. ‘The dying Britisher who recalls the white cliffs of Dover. He might, but would he?’ (Nabokov to Edmund Wilson, 27 November, 1946.)

Kitsch cannot do the scene.

Similarly, whenever Sebald wants to conjure up a scene, he relies on his habitual mannerisms.


Take his hotels. ‘I stood for a while in the empty lobby, and wandered through the public rooms, which were completely deserted even now at the height of the season... before I happened upon a startled young woman who, after hunting pointlessly through the register on the reception desk, [why?] handed me a huge room key attached to a wooden pear.’


Compare this with Vertigo: ‘I asked for a room on the first floor facing on to the street, initially for an indefinite period. Although it must have been possible to comply readily with my request, since November, in the hotel trade too, is the month of the dead, during which time the reduced service staff in the now vacant houses mourn the departed guests as if they had taken leave for ever – although a room on the first floor facing on to the street must without doubt have been available, the receptionist endlessly leafed back and forth in her register [why?] before handing the keys to me.’


The same technique is there in the terrible depopulation of his novels.


This is a selection from The Rings of Saturn: ‘I walked down the deserted platform... There was not a soul about, of whom I might have asked the way’; ‘the empty lobby’; ‘there were no visitors about on that leaden-grey day’; ‘It was nearly four o’clock. Neither in the village street nor in the gardens was there a soul in sight...’; ‘one wretched row of humble houses and cottages... where I have never encountered a single human being’; ‘I encountered hardly any vehicles while treading this seemingly unending straight’; ‘never yet, on my many visits... have I found anyone about’.


Perhaps you think I am being unfair. But other people have noticed it as well. Alan Bennett, for instance, in his diary (LRB, 2 January 2003): ‘I persevere with Sebald but the contrivance of it, particularly his un-peopling of the landscape, never fails to irritate... Once noticed Sebald’s technique seems almost comic. “Never yet on my many visits... have I found anyone about.” The fact is, in Sebald nobody is ever about. This may be poetic but it seems to me a short cut to significance.’

The technique of kitsch is the short cut.

Compare Alan Bennett’s comment with Galen Strawson, who brilliantly reviewed Austerlitz in the Financial Times (6-7 October 2001): ‘The history of the Jews in the second world war is a dangerously available source of intensity.’ We need to be clear about what a short cut is, why a source of intensity might be dangerously available.


If there is a conventional view of what serious art is, if there are certain subjects that mark a work out as serious, then it is easy to be serious. You have a prefab, a readymade supply of props. You have a list of short cuts.



This is very much related to kitsch.


* * *


Kitsch is art which pretends to be high art. It mimics – sometimes not consciously – what are conventionally believed to be the necessary values of high art.


It looks like good art, but in fact it is bad art. You are getting something for nothing. You are adhering to a convention of seriousness. And adhering to a convention is, by definition, not serious. It is not an example of live thought.


A short cut is an intellectual cliché that has not yet been recognised generally as a cliché.


The short cuts in W G Sebald are loneliness, desolateness, death, lament, hotel registers, nostalgia, exile, Jewishness. The overall short cut is despair.


* * *


Kitsch misrepresents animals.

As an example of his short cuts, look at his animals.


It is sad, being a W G Sebald animal. You are always oddly human, oddly Jewish. You are always depressed, or in agony. You are never a happy pigeon, or a contented herring. This desolate bestiary is there, in the novels of W G Sebald, as an index of seriousness.


Here are his moths.


‘When I get up early in the morning, I find them clinging to the wall, motionless. I believe, said Austerlitz, they know they have lost their way, since if you do not put them out again carefully they will stay where they are, never moving, until the last breath is out of their bodies, and indeed they will remain in the place where they came to grief even after death, held fast by the tiny claws that stiffened in their last agony, until a draught of air detaches them and blows them into a dusty corner. Sometimes, seeing one of these moths that have met their end in my house, I wonder what kind of fear and pain they feel while they are lost.’


And his pigeons.


‘To this day no one knows how these birds, sent off on their journey into so menacing a void, their hearts surely almost breaking with fear in their presentiment of the vast distances they must cover, make straight for their place of origin.’


And his squirrels.


‘[A]nd Vera said that every time we reached the page which described the snow falling through the branches of the trees, soon to shroud the entire forest floor, I would look up at her and ask: But if it’s all white, how do the squirrels know where they’ve buried their hoard?...Those were your very words, the question which constantly troubled you. How indeed do the squirrels know, what do we know ourselves, how do we remember, and what is it we find in the end?’


This is a pig.


‘I ran my hand across its dusty back, and it trembled at this unwonted touch; I stroked its snout and face, and chucked it in the hollow behind one ear, till at length it sighed like one enduring endless suffering.’


This is a quail.


‘However, on emerging into the open air again, I was saddened to see, in one of the otherwise deserted aviaries, a solitary Chinese quail, evidently in a state of dementia, running to and fro along the edge of the cage and shaking its head every time it was about to turn, as if it could not comprehend how it had got into this hopeless fix.’


And these are herring.


‘Again, the inspector of the Rouen fish market, a certain Noel de Marinière, one day saw to his astonishment that a pair of herring that had already been out of the water between two and three hours were still moving, a circumstance that prompted him to investigate more closely the fishes’ capacity to survive, which he did by cutting off their fins and mutilating them in other ways. This process, inspired by our thirst for knowledge, might be described as the most extreme of the sufferings undergone by a species always threatened by disaster.’

Kitsch misquotes.

There is another example of the short cut in W G Sebald – his borrowings. In order to look serious, Sebald borrows from authors who are seen as serious.


There are two types of borrowing in Sebald. There is quotation. And there is unacknowledged quotation.


I am going to start with the ordinary sort of quotation.


Again, I am sorry about the length here. But it is important. Maybe make yourself a cup of tea before you carry on. Make that phone call.


This is Austerlitz:

It was not that as the nausea rose in me I guessed at the kind of third-degree interrogations which were being conducted here around the time I was born, since it was only a few years later that I read Jean Améry’s description of the dreadful physical closeness between torturers and victims, and of the tortures he himself suffered in Breendonk when he was hoisted aloft by his hands, tied behind his back, so that with a crack and a splintering sound which, as he says, he had not yet forgotten when he came to write his account, his arms dislocated from the sockets in his shoulder joints, and he was left dangling as they were wrenched up behind him and twisted together above his head...

It is not often that I accuse W G Sebald of being too concise, but this is one of those moments. There is a briskness to the way he uses Jean Améry. Compare Sebald’s account with his source: Jean Améry’s essay ‘Torture’.

In the bunker there hung from the vaulted ceiling a chain that above ran into a roll. At its bottom end it bore a heavy, broadly curved iron hook. I was led to the instrument. The hook gripped into the shackle that held my hands together behind my back. Then I was raised with the chain until I hung about a meter over the floor. In such a position, or rather, when hanging this way, with your hands behind your back, for a short time you can hold at a half-oblique angle through muscular force. During these few minutes, when you are already expending your utmost strength, when sweat has already appeared on your forehead and lips, and you are breathing in gasps, you will not answer any questions. Accomplices? Addresses? Meeting places? You hardly hear it. All your life is gathered in a single, limited area of the body, the shoulder joints, and it does not react; for it exhausts itself completely in the expenditure of energy. But this cannot last long, even with people who have a strong physical constitution. As for me, I had to give up rather quickly. And now there was a crackling and splintering in my shoulders that my body has not forgotten until this hour. The balls sprang from their sockets. My own body weight caused luxation; I fell into a void and now hung by my dislocated arms, which had been torn high from behind and were now twisted over my head.

Beside this, Sebald is brutal, concise, flippant.


Améry is there as an index of Sebald’s seriousness. So it is important to see how much more serious Améry is than Sebald – even in an inelegant translation.


I feel quite protective of W G Sebald’s sources. They are treated with apparent respect, but really they are falsified – made melodramatic and schematic.


I am particularly protective of Nabokov. That is because Nabokov was famously an enemy of poshlost. Poshlost is Russian for kitsch.


Like his animals, Sebald’s steals are symbolic. For Sebald, therefore, Nabokov is not a stylist, not a writer, but the exemplary exile, whose prose is founded on memory. In Sebald’s books, in particular The Emigrants, Nabokov is interpreted as a Sebaldian melancholic, forever chasing the illusory butterflies of the past. But this is a vulgar misreading of Nabokov. All the emphasis is placed on Nabokov’s subject matter, and none on his technique.


In Austerlitz, this is Austerlitz:

I only recently remembered this white pall over the manse, said Austerlitz, when I was reading the reminiscences of his childhood and youth by a Russian writer who describes a similar mania for powder in his grandmother, a lady who, although she spent most of her time lying on a sofa nourishing herself almost exclusively on wine gums and almond milk, enjoyed an iron constitution and always slept with her window wide open, so that once, after a night of stormy weather, she woke up in the morning under a blanket of snow without coming to the slightest harm.

And this is Nabokov in Speak, Memory:

In a flowing silk gown and net mitts, a period piece rather than a live person, she spent most of her life on a couch, fanning herself with an ivory fan. A box of boules de gomme, or a glass of almond milk were always within her reach, as well as a hand mirror, for she used to repowder her face, with a large pink puff, every hour or so, the little mole on her cheekbone showing through all that flour, like a currant. Notwithstand- ing the languid aspects of her usual day, she remained an extraordinarily hardy woman and made a point of sleeping near a wide-open window all year round. One morning, after a night long blizzard, her maid found her lying under a layer of sparkling snow which had swept over her bed and her, without infringing on the healthy glow of her sleep.

Nabokov is elegant, affectionate, precise. Sebald exaggerates: ‘a mania for powder’, ‘nourishing herself almost exclusively’. Sebald adds cliché – ‘a blanket of snow’. And Sebald cuts the beautiful Nabokovian detail – ‘the little mole on her cheekbone showing through all that flour, like a currant.’


* * *


Now there is the unacknowledged quotation. I am going to use one central example – Kafka.


In the October 2001 Prospect, Michael Hofmann was baffled by ‘the presence of descriptive tropes lifted straight from Kafka’. For instance, ‘the labyrinthine architecture of the Brussels Palace of Justice’: Sebald’s ‘dark cul-de-sacs with roll-top cupboards, lecterns, writing desks, office chairs and other items of furniture’ were lifted from The Trial.


And Sebald’s two messengers – ‘who were strikingly alike and had faces that seemed somehow indistinct, with flickering outlines, wore jackets with assorted pleats, pockets, button facings and a belt, garments which looked especially versatile although it was not clear what purpose they served’ – also reminded Hofmann of The Trial, and in particular the first page: ‘a close-fitting black suit which was provided, in the manner of travelling outfits, with various pleats, pockets, buckles, buttons and a belt, and which consequently seemed eminently practical, though one could not be quite sure what its purpose was.’


* * *


So far, then. W G Sebald has no technique. He cannot do detail, metaphor, simile, sentences, transitions, dialogue, character, realism. He also misquotes.


He also cannot do plot.

Kitsch cannot do plot.

In real life, events occur partly because of previous events, and partly because of chance. So a novelist has to work out a way of truthfully and convincingly representing this mixture.


The difficulty is of course that no event in a novel is due to chance. They are all chosen by the novelist. That is why the novelist has to make some of them look like chance.


The least talented option is to write an unrealistic plot, in which events occur too conveniently, and then let your narrator be amazed at the luck of it, the coincidence of it. Unfortunately, that is what W G Sebald does.


‘No matter how often I tell myself that chance happenings of this kind occur far more often than we suspect, since we all move, one after the other, along the same roads mapped out for us by our origins and our hopes, my rational mind is nonetheless unable to lay the ghosts of repetition that haunt me with ever greater frequency.’


That was the narrator in The Rings of Saturn. But it is not true. The ghosts of repetition are there because Sebald is repeating himself.


And in Austerlitz the narrator says: ‘Although Austerlitz did not reappear in the Glove Market in Antwerp that June day in 1967 on which, in the end, I went out to Breendonk, our paths kept crossing, in a way that I still find hard to understand...’


But it is not hard for us to understand. Their paths keep crossing because this is a novel. They are both characters invented by W G Sebald.


‘When the rain began lashing down on the streets I took refuge in a tiny bar called, as I remember, the Café des Espérances, where to my considerable surprise [not ours] I found Austerlitz bent over his notes at one of the Formica tables. On this second meeting, as on all subsequent occasions, we simply went on with our conversation, wasting no time in commenting on the improbability of our meeting again in a place like this, which no sensible person would have sought out.’


* * *


The writer who wants to make a narrative true has a problem. No narrative is inherently true. In literature, the truth depends on narrative skill.


That is why a true story is not always a true story.


Because Sebald does not invent the truth with literary techniques – detail, metaphor, simile, transition, character, sentences, dialogue, plot – he uses another technique for making his novels look like true stories. This is the combination of photographs and dates. He tries to make it look as if his narrative coincides with his own life story, with history.


These, however, are quite backward, outdated techniques. Photography is taken from André Breton. The dates are taken from Swift and Defoe.


According to Roland Barthes, a photograph is an index of referentiality, of incontrovertible truth: ‘A specific photograph, in effect, is never distinguished from its referent (from what it represents), or at least it is not immediately or generally distinguished from its referent...’


Sebald is relying on the rhetoric of photography. It is what Breton relied on in his novel Nadja, when he replaced novelistic description – which, in his first surrealist manifesto, he described as the ‘null moments’ of the novel – with photos.


But both Sebald and Breton are working from a false premise. A novel is not a guide book. Its veracity is not assured by its being a true story. It is much more complicated. A novel is concerned with the manufacturing of a true story. The props of non-fiction can’t make fiction true.


Unfortunately for W G Sebald, his novels are novels. 


They are also bad novels.

3.


What, then, is the allure of kitsch?


Since it exaggerates and falsifies the pain of the world, it is comforting. If a painful thing is falsified and exaggerated, it is no longer painful – because the cataclysmic thing is unlikely to happen to the reader, or the writer. And it is made grandiose, and therefore ennobling. Elias Canetti’s notebooks include a plot summary for a prospective novel – in which the hero is ‘slain by a meteor or a thunderbolt.’


Kitsch is the need to be comforted, to be intellectually looked after. And everyone has this need. No one is always exempt from kitsch.


In particular, kitsch believes we need to be comforted about the inevitability of death. But it is inherently kitsch to be sad at death. It is not kitsch to be sad at a particular death – particular deaths are genuinely painful – but it is kitsch to be sad at death in general. Because death is normal. It is what happens.


Kitsch transforms a normal and difficult event in life into a grand and simplified event in the imagination.


That is why the people who lament the passing of the years, of herring and of moths, are kitsch. The universal threnody seems automatically sophisticated, automatically moving and true, but it is in fact unsophisticated, unmoved, and untrue. A real description of death might be moving, sad, detailed, and ordinary. But it would not be considered great art by someone who believes in kitsch. It would be too complicated, insufficiently elevated.


It is precisely because it is comforting, and untrue, that kitsch art is seen as passionately sincere, and true.


‘And now there was nothing any more, nobody, no stationmaster in gleaming peaked cap, no servants, no coach-man, no house guests, no shooting parties, neither gentlemen in indestructible tweeds nor ladies in stylish travelling clothes. It takes just one awful second, I often think, and an entire epoch passes.’


I think, by now, you can guess who wrote these sentences. 


* * *


In the sentences I have just quoted, there is a lament for the old – and, in particular, for the Nineteenth Century.


The Nineteenth Century was the century in which the term kitsch was invented. That is because kitsch is a form of romanticism. It exists in a culture which believes that feeling can become a supreme value. At the same time, the work of many kitsch writers is praised because the style reminds the reader of the grandeur of a past century, of the Nineteenth Century.


This is not fair to the Nineteenth Century.


When a writer is praised for borrowing, in some way, the tone of the nineteenth century, this is meaningless. Because there is more than one tone in the Nineteenth Century.


There is, however a clichéd tone. No one who describes W G Sebald as nineteenth-century means Arthur Hugh Clough, or Robert Browning. Nor do they mean Maupassant, or Chekhov; nor Machado de Assis. They mean the kitsch tone of the nineteenth century. And this is not a real tone. It is not a tone of which you will find specific examples. Kitsch is universal. It is timeless.


It is a lot easier to like something that is familiar, than it is to understand something that is original. The old-fashioned tone of the Nineteenth Century allows both the reader and writer to luxuriate in a false comfort. You can settle back into this style. You can plump up its cushions and snooze. There is no need to engage in meaningful conversation.


But perhaps you do not think that W G Sebald apes the mournful tone of the kitsch Nineteenth Century? ‘It was with the botanical name of these shade-loving anemones that Austerlitz concluded another section of his story on that evening in the late winter of 1997, when we sat in the Alderney Street house amidst [!] what seemed to me a silence of unfathomable profundity. Quarter or half an hour may have gone by in the light of the blue, evenly flickering flames of the little gas fire, before Austerlitz rose and said it would probably be best if I spent the night under his roof.’


You do not say ‘under his roof’. You say ‘at his house’. You only say ‘under his roof’ if you are subliminally, intermittently, pastiching a kitsch idea of a nineteenth-century tone.


(Compare this with a great nineteenth-century writer, and another enemy of kitsch – Stendhal. Wonderfully, there is this anecdote in his Journal. ‘A young girl killed beside me. I run up to her, she is in the middle of the street; a foot from her head there is a little lake of blood – a foot in diameter. It is what M. Victor Hugo calls being bathed in one’s own blood.’ Stendhal is cooler than Victor Hugo, than the kitsch of the nineteenth century. He does not go in for phrase making. Instead, he wants to note ‘some foam in the middle’ of the pool of blood – the reality of it, the accurate version.)


That is why archaisms are risky in serious literature. In Valery Larbaud’s Sous l’Invocation de Saint Jérôme, Larbaud writes: ‘It is certain that their abuse is always felt as a mark of bad taste and pedantic vulgarity. It is to literature what the imitation of old styles is to furniture: a richness that is pure fabrication, which only fools those who are poor in culture.’



* * *


In Sebald’s work, there is an implied assertion that all history is eternally present. All life is interlinked. It is an indication of the depth of his moral seriousness. He has no bias in his feelings. He is as sad at the death of a herring, as at the death of an English landowner. All deaths are equally sad, because death is sad.


There is a problem with this.


If one compares a herring and a landowner, perhaps a lot of people would argue that yes, Sebald is being morally accurate. Because it is just as sad, that a herring dies, as that a landowner dies. But what if the two terms are not herring and landowners, but Jews and Germans?


Sebald’s book On the Natural History of Destruction argues that there has been an unaccountable lacuna in the German national memory. There has been no adequate representation of the bombings on German civilians during World War Two.


Sebald argues that the language used is inadequate to the reality of the bombings. Since no language could cope with the memory, the memory had to be repressed. No literary form was adequate. Though Sebald mentions the literary responses of Kasack, Nossack, Reck-Maleczewen, de Mendelssohn, he says – ‘I simply do not trust the form – including the literary form – in which they are expressed.’


I hope it is obvious how old-fashioned this objection is. It is kitsch talking. For kitsch, all language and literature is inadequate to the pain of reality.


There is a prosaic reason why there are fewer accounts of the Allied bombings on Germany, than there are, say, of the German murder of the Jews. There is a moral difficulty – how to commemorate the bombing of German cities without appearing to diminish German responsibility for the Shoah, and World War Two. Sebald ignores this problem. He makes it kitsch.


Making moral discriminations is not kitsch. It is difficult. Here, it forces one, perhaps, to argue that German civilian deaths in air-raids are not commensurate with the extermination of guiltless Jews.


It is useful, perhaps, to notice that Sebald’s next and last book was Austerlitz, whose subject is a victim of the Kindertransport refusing to come to terms with his past. The narratives are the same – the repression of the massive pain and injustice visited on a person during World War Two.


But they are not the same. They can only be considered so by a writer drenched in universal pain.


The Sebaldian narrator is a pain junkie. He needs his fix. He needs pain, because he needs despair. He needs seriousness. And this essay has been one long explanation of why pain and despair seem serious, but are not – when they are cultural abbreviations, convenient abstractions.


* * *


Kitsch pretends to believe in the values that are true values. It pretends to moral seriousness, and accuracy, and intellectual effort. But it is none of these. It is in fact a way of ignoring moral problems, of being inaccurate, of being lazy.


That is why it is so appealing. 


Kitsch is an excuse.






 Stan Lauryssens
The Eichmann Diaries

 ‘It is against my conviction to say even n,ow that we were wrong at the time,’ Eichmann said. ‘I was only an accountant of death. I had nothing to do with the killings.’


* * *


Between 1955 and 1957, Willem Sassen [a Dutch former SS officer who found refuge in Argentina via Dublin] interviewed Adolf Eichmann. He sat at a second-hand typewriter, taking down Eichmann’s rambling confessions on thin, legal-size white paper. There were no second or third drafts, only the original typewritten text and four or five carbon copies that, in a sense, also were originals. If Sassen made mistakes, he neglected to correct them. Eichmann mentioned Laval and Sassen made LaValle of the French Vichy Prime Minister’s name. Ignatius of Loyola — the founder of the Jesuit Society — saw his name corrupted to the Nazis of Noyola. Hotel des Indes which is French for Hotel of the Indies became Hotel des Judes — French for: Hotel of the Jews — in Sassen’s typewritten text. Each interview session invariably started with a bemused Eichmann going painstakingly through Sassen’s text and making amendments and corrections — which he called Bemerkungen am Rande, notes in the margin — in his own handwriting. He did not annotate the original typewritten text but edited one of the carbon copies for his own use. Sometimes he would bring handwritten notes or hastily scribbled thoughts and comments to Sassen’s house in Liberty Street and Sassen added them to his final and only draft. Eichmann had exchanged his prestigious fountain pen in the prisoner-of-war camp for a couple of fresh eggs and he now wrote in pencil, black ballpoint pen or occasionally a purple felt tip pen. His almost classic handwriting had deteriorated over the years.


Sassen had assembled his typewritten text and four or five copies in black Leitz binders. All in all there were seventeen binders numbered 1 to 17. Each binder contained from three to seven individually paginated transcribed interviews. Eichmann personally tagged all the reels. Dictating his memoirs was similar to cataloguing his life. When he thought it necessary, he used Sassen’s typewriter and added further information. Eichmann initialed each and every one of his own additions. Reels 11 and 12 — out of a total of 67 — would get an additional A4 sized sheet of numbered corrections. To reel 51, Eichmann added a full page account of an incident he remembered after the tape recording session had drawn to a close. He labeled it Extrablatt. Sassen repeatedly begged Eichmann to initial each page of the 850 pages of his final typescript, to guarantee its authenticity, but Eichmann stubbornly refused to do so.



* * *


On 2 March 1951, Mossad — originally christened HaMossad LeTeum or Institute for Coordination — had been set up in the Holy City of Jerusalem on the insistence of prime-minister Ben-Gurion. Israel’s secret intelligence service began operating on 1 April of that year. Mossad is the Hebrew word for Institute. Its purpose: to coordinate all foreign espionage and counter-espionage under the roof of one agency.


* * *


To get to Sassen’s house in Liberty Street in the well-to-do Florida quarter, Eichmann had to take a colectivo — a small bus — from his house in Chacabuco Street in the run-down Olivos district. Sometimes he came on a black scooter with a sidecar. Olivos and Florida are heavily populated with German immigrants. Dr Josef Mengele lived in Florida not too far away from Liberty Street. He practised as a doctor and a gynaecologist from the Spanish-colonial home of a Nazi sympathiser. Sassen introduced Eichmann to Mengele but Mengele considered Eichmann a dangerous man to be seen with and avoided his company. Although Mengele knew probably more than Eichmann about the inner workings and mechanisms of Auschwitz, he never attended the tape recording of Eichmann’s memoirs. Eberhardt Fritzsche [owner of the later defunct Dürer Press, who commissioned the Eichmann book] on the other hand was a regular guest in Liberty Street. He was appalled at the ruthlessness of Eichmann’s confessions and told Sassen candidly that he should refrain from publishing such material. Fritzsche accused Eichmann of playing into the hands of the Jews.


On reel 47, Sassen is heard saying: ‘Bueno, let us go back to, say, fifteen years ago. Someone said to you: “Jews—men, women, children—we will get rid of them.”’ Eichmann’s reply is instant: ‘Jawohl.’ On that same reel, Sassen angrily snaps: ‘What did our war amount to? We shot and gassed innocent people!’ Eichmann replies: ‘And what did the Allies do? They let us starve to death. In my view, gassing is a more humane death than starvation.’


The interview often turned into a heated debate. When once again Sassen asked Eichmann what had gone through his head when he was given the order the order to kill and kill and kill, Eichmann burst out: ‘Nothing! I wasn’t concerned! I was given an order and I acted upon that order. Perhaps in the Bundeswehr today those pimps and sissies of soldiers can make an issue of every order: we couldn’t. For us, Befehl was Befehl! An order was an order!’


The next day, they met again and the interview continued on the same tape.


‘Bueno,’ Sassen said to Eichmann, ‘let us turn the tables around. Imagine for one moment that the Jews would have been on the winning hand and they would have gassed one or two million German civilians including your own family. From your point of view, you wouldn’t have an argument to oppose this, would you?’


‘No,’ Eichmann calmly replied, ‘I wouldn’t have objected to that. In war you kill your enemy. The Trojans against the Greeks, the Trojans against the Persians, the Carthaginians against the Romans... I even advised Müller to shoot half a million Germans who opposed Hitler.’ At the end of the tape, Eichmann says: ‘I believe I can understand the attitude of Reichsführer Himmler towards the Jewish problem, for he spoke repeatedly and clearly about the harshness of the struggle which the German people had to conduct against its Jewish enemy. This struggle must be borne by us, Himmler said, for never again in history will we be so strong in leadership that we can defend ourselves against such a dangerous enemy.’


And he said: ‘I didn’t kill the enemy because the enemy wanted to listen to a concert in A-minor while I preferred a concert in A-major. I killed him because he took the bread away from our German families. I love a good film, a play, a book, I love art, but when I’m hungry the best film does not interest me.’


Also on reel 47, Eichmann turned the tables and posed Sassen a question: ‘What is survival?’


‘Survival,’ he said more to himself than to Sassen, ‘is a question of blood — purity of blood. Our fight against Jewry was a fight to preserve the purity of our blood.’


In the background can be heard honking colectivos and the muttered approval of Dr Johannes von Leers [friend of Sassen: initially there was an arrangement for von Leers to be given a copy of the Eichmann transcript for safe keeping].


* * *


SASSEN: What I have here is a photostat of the minutes of the Wannsee Conference. Your name is on this document. On that day — 20 January 1942 — you must have realised that if Hitler lost the war, you would be considered a war criminal.


EICHMANN: Another stupid question! Nur Scheisse — all rubbish! If I were not a decent man and if you were not a family father as I am, I would knock all your teeth out! First of all, at the time of the Wannsee Conference Hitler was winning the war. The idea of defeat hadn’t entered our minds. If someone from the inner circle had dared to suggest that the war could be lost, he would have been shot immediately! You also have to realise that we didn’t talk of the Wannsee Conference. That name is an Allied, post-war invention. It is true that the conference was held in a villa situated in eine Strasse — a road — named Am Grossen Wannsee. We called it the Conference of State Secretaries. I know because I myself wrote those minutes, I edited the photostat you are showing me. By the way, how did you get hold of it? Bueno, at the time the villa Am Grossen Wannsee was the headquarters of Interpol Berlin.


Heydrich presided over this Wannsee Conference. He was the head of German Interpol and of Interpol International. I was only a low-rank bureau chief within the Gestapo but I can assure you that the Wannsee Conference was not a sinister conspiracy where the fate of European Jewry was plotted. On the contrary, it was a business meeting on the highest level of the top policemen in the Reich, held at the German Interpol headquarters and presided over by the international Interpol chief.


At the end of the conference, I was appointed chief executor of the Final Solution and became a very busy man indeed. Himmler promised me that after the victory of the Reich, he would give me an estate in Bohemia with the title of World Commissar for Jewish Affairs. After the Conference, Heydrich said to me: ‘Der Führer hat den Befehl zur physischen Vernichtung der Juden gegeben — The Führer has given the order for the physical extermination of the Jews.’


I was not a fanatical Nazi, I did not hate the Jews. During my honeymoon, I had my head in books, studying Hebrew while it would have been easier for me to say: ‘I’ll grab a rabbi and lock him up and he’ll have to teach me.’ No, I paid three marks per hour, the usual price.


When Heydrich said physischen Vernichtung [physical extermination] which simply meant that they had to be murdered, I took a chair and sat down and let those words go around and around in my head. Heydrich and Müller joined me and for a while the three of us sat around the fireplace. We gave ourselves a rest after so many taxing hours. Heydrich normally didn’t drink or smoke but on that day he was smoking and he had a brandy. We sang folk songs and after a while, we got up on the chairs and offered a toast. That is how the Final Solution of the Jewish problem started.

Sassen wanted to know who came up with the specification Endlösung — Final Solution — that was first used in the protocol of the Wannsee Conference. ‘I suggested that word,’ Eichmann told Sassen matter-of-factly. ‘We always used harmless words as a camouflage for mass extermination and killings. Extermination, liquidation, elimination, resettlement, treated, taken care of, liberated are all synonyms for murder. Special treatment was another euphemism but the most definitive expression was Final Solution.’ Sassen couldn’t believe that it was Eichmann himself — a low-rank bureau chief, in his own words — who had coined the phrase. ‘Doesn’t the protocol bear the initials of my department?’ Eichmann asked and Sassen had to admit that the initials were clearly there. Showing Eichmann the photostats, Sassen still protested: ‘What we have here, this historic directive, is an order from Göring to Heydrich!’ ‘That may be the case,’ Eichmann replied, ‘but I dictated the directive. Those words are my words. I prepared the protocol and submitted it to Göring for his signature.’


Eichmann went into even more detail. ‘In fact, it was Hitler who first used the German phrase die Lösing der Judenfrage [the solution of the Jewish question] in a letter to Himmler,’ he said. ‘Hitler inspired complete worship among his subordinates. Goebbels once said that every woman in Germany idolised him to such an extent, that she slept with the Führer in her dreams every night. There are those who have tried to advance the theory that Hitler was a homosexual. Nothing could be further from the truth — but he did have the ability to make men worship him. When the direct order came from Hitler to implement the Final Solution, I accepted it without reservation. The Führer could do no wrong.’


SASSEN: The book we are preparing — your memoirs or, let’s say, your spoken diary — has to deal a) with the facts of the Final Solution and b) with its justification. Do you still believe there is no Jewish blood on your hands?


EICHMANN: I never killed a Jew! Never! Therefore I cannot have Jewish blood on my hands. How dare you say so! The extermination programme came as a shock to me. I had been aiming at a political, not a physical solution of the Jewish problem. I was in favour of exiling all Jews to Madagascar because I am a very sensitive man at heart. I simply cannot look at physical suffering without feeling the pain myself. I have an aversion to the sight of blood. Ask Vera [Eichmann’s wife], she knows. Himmler instructed me to comb the Jews out of Europe and I obeyed his instruction to the letter. It was Himmler who insisted that all transport be directed to the railroad station at Auschwitz — that wasn’t my idea. Franz Novak was my transportation officer. Together we drew up the timetables and requested the necessary trains from the Transport Ministry. Our day job had nothing to do with emotion. It was simple and dull administrative work. I assigned a squad of Orpos — Ordnung Polizei or uniformed German police — to each train. Commander Höss often complained about the bad physical condition of the Jews who arrived at his camp — which proves to me that Auschwitz was not primarily a death camp. If Höss simply wanted to shovel the Jews in the oven, it wouldn’t have made any difference to him if they arrived dead or alive.


Of course it happened that there were not enough shit buckets on the trains, too little drinking water or no drinking water at all, or that provisions had gone off or were stolen. Often on arrival a few dead corpses were lying around. I had the full reports, only 50 or 60 people died on each transport.


Jews should be grateful to me instead of whining and complaining: although I had the greatest difficulty in obtaining trains, I always shipped them in covered and not in open cattle-wagons and always along the quickest route possible.





SASSEN: What did you tell Müller?


EICHMANN: I said to Müller: ‘The solution to the Jewish problem, Gruppenführer, was supposed to be political. But now that the Führer has ordered a physical solution, obviously a physical solution it must be. But we cannot go on conducting executions as they are done in Minsk and, I believe, in other places. We educate our soldiers to become sadists. We cannot solve the Jewish problem by putting a bullet through the brain of defenceless men, women and children.’ Müller did not answer. He just looked at me in a fatherly fashion. That same winter, he ordered me to watch Jews being gassed in the Litzmannstadt — it is now called Lodz, I believe — area of Central Poland.


SASSEN: You still refuse to accept any responsibility whatsoever?


EICHMANN: It is as pointless to blame me for the Final Solution of the Jewish problem as it is silly to blame the official in charge of the rail tracks over which the cattle trains traveled. Although I visited Auschwitz on various occasions, even now I do not know how the gassing itself was carried out. I never watched the entire process. Höss described the matter to me in a rather rosy-coloured way.


I saw the Jewish question as a problem to be solved politically. So did Himmler and so did the entire Gestapo. As individuals, we had no wish to harm the individual Jew personally. One of my former officers was even expelled from the SS for beating up four or five Jews with a rubber club in the cellar under our offices. That is sadism.


For the sake of truth, I cannot refrain from mentioning a small incident in which I myself violated our code of correctness. One day I called Dr Lowenherz into my office. He was one of the Jewish elders in Vienna. I was of the opinion that Dr Lowenherz evaded my questions and that hischildren. Kommandos brought a answers were untrue. I lost my self-control and slapped him in the face. A little later, I apologised to Dr Lowenherz.


A job can be done well when the commander stands 100% behind it. That is probably why my subordinates called me the master himself. I demanded rigid obedience from my subordinates and had to be just as rigid in carrying out the orders of my superiors.


The Final Solution was not a battle fought out with knives, pistols, tanks, carbines or poison gas. Physical liquidation is a vulgar, coarse action. That is why I never watched Jews being loaded onto the trains. I had no time for this. And it was none of my business. What was not my responsibility did not interest me. Wisliceny [Eichmann’s former deputy Dieter Wisliceny. In Berlin days, their friendship had been such that Eichmann had christened his third son Dieter, after his subordinate] reported to me that the Hungarian police were driving Jews into the trains like cattle to a slaughterhouse — my men were shocked by the inhumanity of the Hungarian police — and I reminded the Hungarian government in writing — no orders were given orally in my office — that we did not want to punish individual Jews.

Sassen again interrupted Eichmann’s monologue and read a statement from Wisliceny that was copied from the Nuremberg trial files: ‘Eichmann was in every aspect a painstaking bureaucrat. He immediately recorded every discussion he had with any of his superiors and filed the record away. He told me that the most important thing was to be covered at all times by your superiors.’


EICHMANN [nodding vigorously]: Richtig! After all, we were supposed to bring the Jews to the concentration camps ready to work, not sick and exhausted.


SASSEN: We read in the papers these days that Dr Rudolf Kasztner is on trial in Israel, supposedly because he collaborated with you in Budapest.


EICHMANN: In the spring of 1944, I was sent to Budapest. I was informed that Hitler had given me a new title: Commander of the Security Police for Hungary. Although I was still merely a lieutenant colonel, I was becoming one of the most powerful figures in the Nazi hierarchy — and I worked fast because the Russians were at the Hungarian border provinces already. By the summer, as many as 12,000 Jews from Hungary were arriving at Auschwitz daily and Höss visited me on a number of occasions in Budapest. One day, Himmler ordered me to propose a deal to the World Jewish Organization: one million Jews in exchange for 10,000 trucks with trailers. 100 Jews per truck. The Zionist movement authorized Dr Rudolf Kasztner to negotiate with me. Kasztner was a lawyer and one of the Jewish political officials in Budapest. I said to him: ‘Normally I am a nice fellow but today I am a bloodhound. Blood for money, money for blood. These 10,000 trucks will be used at the Russian front. As soon as they are here, the liquidation machine in Auschwitz will be stopped and you’ll have your one million Jews. You can take them from any country you like, wherever you can find them — from Hungary, Poland, the eastern provinces, Theresienstadt, Auschwitz, wherever you wish. Who do you want to save? Old people? Children? Sit down and tell me. One other thing: these negotiations are top secret. No one in Budapest must know about them — or lives will be lost.’


Dr Kasztner was about my age. He was an ice-cold lawyer and a fanatical Zionist. Every time he was with me, Kasztner smoked his cigarettes as though he were in a coffee-house, one aromatic cigarette after the other. He took them from a silver cigarette-case and lit them with a little silver lighter. As a matter of fact, Dr Kasztner would have made an ideal Gestapo officer. He was not interested in old Jews. His only concern was to make it possible for a select group of Hungarian Jews to emigrate to Israel. He tried to save biologically valuable Jewish blood — human material that would be capable of propagation and hard work in their future Zionist state — and was incredibly persistent. I told Kasztner: ‘We are idealists too and we also had to sacrifice our own blood before we came to power.’ Kasztner selected a special group of a million Jews from a list of mostly young people — although the group included Kasztner’s entire family. They were put on ice, so to say, ready to be moved out of the camps at any time. ‘You can have all the others,’ Dr Kasztner would say, ‘but let me have this group.’ I agreed because I was not interested in a million or so Jews. Then Kasztner said to me: ‘If my colleague Joel Brand can go to Istanbul where the Jewish Agency has its headquarters, he will come back with a large amount of foreign currency.’ ‘Money is of little interest to me, Herr Kasztner,’ I replied. ‘What I want are army trucks. For every 100 Jews, you deliver me an army truck. Give me 10,000 trucks with spare parts and I’ll give you one million Jews. Fill the trucks with a few thousand tons of tea, coffee and soap and we will pay you a good price.’ Kasztner was too stunned to reply. ‘When may we go to Istanbul?’ he asked. ‘Within a few days,’ I answered. ‘If you find it necessary to go to Jerusalem, London or even New York, get on the first available plane and go. If you have to do this, send me a cable and I will slow down the deportations — my word of honour — but bring me the trucks.’ Kasztner left and I called after him: ‘Be in a hurry, Herr Kasztner, and come back quickly. I am not joking.’ ‘I have another proposition to make,’ Kasztner said. ‘If you allow 100,000 privileged Hungarian Jews to emigrate to safety to Palestine, I will give you five million Swiss francs, jewellry, foreign currency and Hungarian money.’ I flatly repeated that I wasn’t interested in money or gold. I said: ‘I promised the Mufti of Jerusalem that there would be no emigration of Jews from Europe to Palestine.’ What if Kasztner had come back to me and said: ‘0bersturmbannführer, 10,000 trucks are on their way!’ I would immediately have shipped a million Jews off to Palestine. But the deal collapsed because the British refused to bargain. The simple truth is that the civilised world refused to admit one million penniless Jews.


‘Such a ridiculous idea — trucks for lives — would never have crossed my mind,’ Eichmann told Sassen. ‘I would never have thought of it.’ [It was Himmler’s idea.] ‘I rather saw the enemy dead than alive.’


The weekly conversations with Sassen brought Eichmann’s inner world, his character and his emotions sharply into focus: ‘International Jewry provoked the destruction of the Jews. Because either the German people would live — or the Jews would live. There was no room in Germany for both. After two thousand years of homelessness, the Jews had set up a diabolically clever scheme to make Germany their own territory. They were willing to sacrifice their own blood to secure their national existence.’


* * *


EICHMANN: If I had been on trial in 1945, I would have had all my subordinates with me. Today, they are mostly dead and those who are alive wear the uniform of the new [German and Austrian] police and will be unwilling to testify as witness for the defence. If I were to stand trial today and call on Jews as witness for the defence, I would probably come out better than with my own subordinates.


‘I offered our tapes—your diaries—to Time/LIFE,’ Sassen said and Eichmann suddenly became suspicious. ‘That is to say, I showed part of my typescript to Phil Payne who is the Time bureau chief in Buenos Aires. New York doesn’t seem to be interested, though. They doubt the authenticity of the material.’


Eichmann insisted that nothing could be published as long as he was alive.


‘Does Vera know about your memoirs?’ Sassen asked.


‘Jawohl — and she doesn’t want me to go on with it. She says talking to strangers is dangerous. I should be sensitive and shut up. Forget about the past. Klaus [Eichmann’s eldest son] knows, too. I’m not sure about Dieter and Horst [the two younger sons]. Haasl [Francisco, Eichmann’s youngest son whose nickname means Rabbit; he later became an executive member of the Green Party in Germany] of course doesn’t know.’


Eichmann was staring through the window. He had his eyes fixed on the tiny silver birch in the front garden. After a long pause, he said: ‘Der Birkenbaum braucht Tiefedungung.’


Sassen was puzzled for a moment.


‘In Auschwitz,’ Eichmann said, ‘Jewish ashes were thrown into a nearby river and the bones which resisted the searing heat of the ovens were put into a grinding machine and made into fertilizer. Höss was proud of the fact that the cabbages and cauliflower he grew in the fields outside Birkenau were the best in the German Reich. That birch of yours needs fertilizer too,’ Eichmann repeated and he nodded at the Irish silver birch.


‘What about that for a password?’ Sassen exclaimed. ‘Der Birkenbaum braucht Tiefedungung. The birch needs fertilizer. This is the only Irish silver birch in Buenos Aires and only the two of us know that the little tree needs compost. From now on, we’ll use it as our password and we won’t trust anyone unless he knows the password. Take my advice: let no-one near your house or into your house unless he can recite our password.’


‘How much cash did you get from Time for your manuscript?’ Eichmann asked.


‘The day will come when Time puts you on its cover,’ Sassen said defiantly.


When he left the house in Liberty Street that day, Eichmann turned to Sassen and said, smiling: ‘Next week, I’ll bring you a bag of fertilizer.’ He rode off on his black scooter.


* * *


The functions of Israel’s Central Bureau of Intelligence and Security known as Mossad are twofold: to gather intelligence abroad for all Israel’s secret services, and to direct special operations outside Israel. A short, stocky and balding man was appointed head of Mossad in 1952. His official title was Chief Executive of the Secret Services and his name was Isser Harel. He was born in Vitebsk in Russia, where the painter Chagall was born too, the son of a prosperous family that was ruined when the family business was nationalised after the Revolution. At the age of seventeen, he followed his older sister to Palestine, to work in a kibbutz. Harel had the frame of a wrestler and his outbursts were legendary. His few friends nicknamed him Little Isser, while he was Isser the Terrible for his many enemies. As the head of Mossad, he was responsible only to David Ben-Gurion. Soon after his installation as Chief Executive, the new prime-minister told Harel: ‘Get Eichmann!’


* * *


Eichmann’s own son Klaus gave Harel the first real indication that the fugitive Nazi war criminal was alive and hiding in Buenos Aires. Klaus called himself Nick in Argentina, an abbreviation of Nicklaus. He was a wild boy who sometimes disappeared for weeks. Once he rode on horseback all the way from Buenos Aires to Tucumán to shoot pumas. Eichmann couldn’t control his eldest son. In 1957, Klaus met a German-speaking girl and brought her to the family home in Chacabuco Street. Adolf Eichmann immediately took to eighteen-year-old Sylvia Hermann. With her flowery dresses and fair hair, he saw her as an ideal daughter-in-law. Eichmann was so pleased with Sylvia Hermann, that he praised her to Sassen in jubilant words: ‘Ein rassisches Mädchen, wie es im Buch steht — A pure Aryan girl!’


He should have taken a closer look. For a start, Sylvia’s father wasn’t overly enthusiastic about the dark, brooding and Latin-looking young man she had brought home. Lothar Hermann was a German lawyer, a half-Jew who had survived the Dachau concentration camp. Although his eyesight was diminishing to such a degree that he risked going blind, he could still see that Nick became cagey and evasive whenever his family and in particular his uncle and his missing father were mentioned [Eichmann’s front was that he was uncle to his children].


As the relationship deepened, Klaus boasted to his attractive girlfriend that his father had held an important position during the war. He also said his uncle regretted that the Nazis had not managed to wipe out all Jews. Lothar Hermann had read in the papers that Eichmann was mentioned at the trial of another war criminal and immediately he linked Uncle Ricardo to Adolf Eichmann. He forbade his daughter to see Nick ever again and asked the German and Israeli embassies in Buenos Aires if a reward was still outstanding for any information that would lead to the arrest of Adolf Eichmann. After he received a positive reply, he wrote a letter to the German Public Prosecutor in Frankfurt — Dr Fritz Bauer — and gave him the address of the man he believed to be Adolf Eichmann. In that same letter, the nearly blind lawyer warned Dr Bauer against German Embassy staff. ‘If they found out that Eichmann has been located, I have no doubt whatsoever that somebody will warn him about the dangers confronting him.’ The German ambassador to Buenos Aires had been an active member of the Nazi party and an obedient civil servant in Hitler’s Foreign Ministry. Since he was not allowed to pursue the matter himself, Dr Bauer leaked the information to Dr Shinar who was head of the Israeli Mission in Bonn.


On 19 September 1957, Bauer and Shinar met at the Metropole Hotel in Frankfurt. ‘Eichmann has been located,’ Bauer said immediately.


‘Adolf Eichmann?’ 


‘Yes. He lives in Argentina.’


‘Can we rely on your informant?’


 ‘He says he’s half Jewish, a German by birth, now living in Argentina.’


 ‘Is he an earnest man? Does he inspire confidence?’


‘I suspect he knows more than he is prepared to divulge at this stage. He sent us Eichmann’s address.’ On the back of an envelope, he wrote: 4261 Chacabuco Street, Olivos, Buenos Aires. ‘But he hasn’t told us what name Eichmann uses.’


‘If I’m not mistaken, this isn’t the first report of Eichmann being in South America?’ Dr Shinar asked.


‘That is correct. Over the years, we received several reports that he arrived in Argentina in 1947 or 1948 and went to live somewhere in the south. Perhaps he managed to obtain Argentine papers and decided to move to Buenos Aires.’


‘What about his wife and sons?’


‘Vera Eichmann left Germany. We don’t know where she is. There is a rumour that she married an American.’


‘Why did you contact the Israeli Mission?’


‘I have no trust in the West German or the Argentine judicial system,’ Dr Bauer replied. ‘If West Germany demands that the Argentine authorities extradite Eichmann, we may run into difficulties. I have few illusions — if he managed to obtain an Argentine passport, he will not be extradited. Eichmann will vanish again and cover his tracks even more efficiently than before.’


‘We’ll do all we can to make certain that Eichmann will be brought to trial,’ Dr Shinar concluded. ‘Even if we have to kidnap him.’

Later that year, the telephone on Isser Harel’s desk in the Mossad headquarters in Tel-Aviv rang. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was calling from Jerusalem. Harel listened to the agitated voice on the other end of the line. He did not speak a word. As soon as he had put the phone down, he contacted Ben-Gurion.


‘I have definite proof that Eichmann is in Argentina. Can I track him down?’ Harel asked.


‘Bring me that man, dead or alive,’ Ben-Gurion responded. ‘Use the entire apparatus of the Secret Service if need be.’


‘It will cost a fortune,’ Harel replied. ‘We’ll have to hire a special plane to bring Eichmann here, since here are no regular El Al flights between Buenos Aires and Israel. To make the investment worthwhile, I’ll try to bring the Auschwitz doctor Mengele with us as well.’


Two Argentine Jews were recruited locally in Buenos Aires. They went on a reconnaissance mission to the house in Chacabuco Street and duly reported to Harel: ‘A man as important as Eichmann cannot be living in such a poor area.’ The hunt for Adolf Eichmann was temporarily shelved.


* * *


The newly recruited Mossad team did not escape the attention of Policía Federal. A copy of Document Nr 0095/2 stamped estrictamente secreto y confidencial and filed at the secret archives of the Secretaría de Informaciones del Estado [S.I.D.E.] includes the following information:


Re: Operación Intercambio


The Immigration Control Office of Coordinación Federal has detected the presence of Israeli commandos in the Republic of Argentina. Refrain from acting but keep the situation under control.


By a curious coincidence, several important tips with regard to the whereabouts of Adolf Eichmann landed on Harel’s desk almost simultaneously. A Jewish merchant in South America who went frequently on short visits to Argentina alerted Jerusalem that a mechanic named Ricardo Klement [Eichmann’s alias] at the Mercedes-Benz plant in Suarez might be Adolf Eichmann. The mechanic was supposed to be married to a woman who was showing off telling everyone that she had once been the wife of Adolf Eichmann. Bureau chief Phil Payne at Time/LIFE in Buenos Aires volunteered the information that recently the diaries or the typewritten memoirs of Nazi fugitive Adolf Eichmann had been offered to the magazine for publication. Harel coaxed permission from Ben-Gurion to fly to Argentina and recruited half a dozen local Jewish volunteers who were employed on a temporary basis by Mossad. They had to find safe houses for a team of professional kidnappers who would be flown in from Israel.


Everything Harel could find out about Ricardo Klement indicated that he was indeed Adolf Eichmann. After he had met Phil Payne and read Sassen’s unfinished typescript, the abduction plans matured. While in Buenos Aires, the intelligence spymaster stayed at the Claridge Hotel on Avenida Tucumán, in the heart of Capital Federal.


* * *


Arturo Frondizi was elected president of the Republic of Argentina in 1958. Policía Federal informed the new president of the presence of Adolf Eichmann in his country and Frondizi immediately issued a secret personal order to all security services to intensify the surveillance with a view to an early solution of the case. Two special agents were assigned to keep Eichmann under round-the-clock surveillance. On 2 August 1959, commander Jorge Messina, Director General of Coordinación Federal, issued an order to all agents involved in Eichmann’s continuous surveillance not to let the target out of sight. The order read:


Re: Operación Intercambio


In accordance with orders from the President, we are continuing the surveillance and vigilance of Adolf Otto Eichmann—using the alias Ricardo Klement.


As he had done every year for the past few years, Eichmann took a few days off from his job at the Mercedes-Benz plant in the Buenos Aires suburb of Suarez to visit old friends from the days of the CAPRI waterworks in the province of Tucumán. Tucumán borders on the Santa Fé province that is known for its Mendoza, San Juan, La Rioja and Cafayate vineyards. On 30 August 1959 the Provincial Police of Santa Fé de Tucumán filed the following report to Coordinación Federal:


Re: Operación Intercambio

It is our duty to inform you that a man calling himself Ricardo Klement with I.D. Nr. 3,456,789 has arrived here. The person named Klement is staying at the Casa Campo with other persons of German origin.


The name Sassen appears only once in Eichmann’s S.I.D.E. file:


Re: Operación Intercambio 

Sassen has left for Ecuador.


* * *


Eichmann told Sassen that he wasn’t afraid of the police — he was afraid of detention, judges, the court, trial proceedings. He had never in his life stood before a judge, not even for a minor incident. Most of all he feared a lengthy public trial he would not be able to manipulate. Eichmann wanted to secure his place in the history of mankind and he asked Sassen to make the typescript of their tape-recorded interviews ready for publication. He wanted to see the publishing contract signed during his lifetime. Eberhardt Fritzsche who had initially commissioned the book had returned to Europe and his publishing house, the Dürer Press, had ceased to exist. Eichmann instructed Sassen to find a new publisher — preferably a large mainstream American publishing house. Again and again he insisted that his book should only be published after his death. Sassen agreed and kept the interviews going.


* * *


SASSEN: Last week, you hinted that you actually saved Jewish lives...


EICHMANN: I did! In eight or nine months, I had sent about half of the Jewish population in Hungary to the camps, but on 25 November 1944 Himmler gave the order to destroy all the gas chambers, so I stopped the transports. The Russians were advancing and there were the first symptoms of the coming chaos. Our German transport system was in a state of collapse — and anyway, I had put myself out of work because there were practically no Jews left to transport to the camps. My dream of exterminating every Jew in Hungary was ended. At 3 pm on Christmas Day 1944 I left Budapest — the last German policeman to leave the city. As my Mercedes raced westward, the roads were under heavy Russian artillery fire. In mid-April 1945, I made my last report to Himmler. On that occasion, Himmler confessed that he had made some cruel mistakes. ‘I’ll tell you one thing, Eichmann,’ Himmler said to me, ‘if I had to do it all over again, I would set up the concentration camps the way the British did in South Africa.’ I didn’t know exactly what he meant by that but Himmler said it in a pleasant, soft voice. I understood that the concentration camps should have been more elegant and artful, more friendly. I called my subordinates into my office in the Kurfürstenstrasse in Berlin and formally took leave of them. I told my men: ‘I will gladly jump into my grave in the knowledge that five million enemies of the Reich have died like animals.’ Enemies of the Reich, I said, I certainly did not say Jews.


SASSEN: Yet Wisli...


EICHMANN: Right. Richtig! But Wisliceny must have misunderstood me, for in Nuremberg he said I had used the phrase 5 million Jews. Well, I didn’t. I clearly said: five million enemies of the Reich. I spoke those words harshly and with emphasis. Heinrich Müller said: ‘If we’d had 50 Eichmanns, we would have won the war!’ It made me feel proud. The printing presses were working flat out in the Gestapo office in the Kurfürstenstrasse, printing false identity cards, employment certificates and company correspondence that would permit our Gestapo officers to hide their real identity from postwar military investigators. Müller said to me: ‘Eichmann, what is the matter with you? Don’t you want a new identity?’ I said to Müller, pointing at the Steyr army pistol I carried with me wherever I went: ‘Gruppenführer, I don’t need false papers. My Steyr is my certificate. When I see no other way out, this pistol will be my last medicine. I will shoot myself.’


The Red Army was advancing on Berlin and Kaltenbrunner had ordered me to travel to Alt-Aussee in the Austrian Alps where he had set up his last headquarters in the winter residence of Prince Chlodowig von Hohenlohe. I collected Vera and the children from our apartment in the Bischofstrasse and my driver Polanski drove us to Austria where we arrived in the first days of May. I left Vera and the children in a small local hotel and went directly to the slopes of the mountain above the village where Kaltenbrunner had his residence. I couldn’t concentrate on what was happening, my brain was only half present. Kaltenbrunner was drunk and said: ‘This is all crap. The game is up.’


* * *


SASSEN: Why was the Final Solution a failure in France, as you’ve said?


EICHMANN: First, because of Dannecker and Knochen — Dannecker’s superior officer. They were not focused on their job. Whatever results we had in Paris were due to my own energetic intervention. I knew that Dannecker had an affair with a young girl in his office and wanted very much to stay in Paris, so I threatened him several times with immediate recall if he did not act fast. He had also started a chain of night clubs in Paris and was becoming wealthy beyond belief. Because he was spending much more time in his night clubs than he was in rounding up Jews, he was court-martialed for corruption and removed from office.


Towards the end of 1942, we rounded up 7,000 Jews in Paris — 4,000 of them were children — and herded them into the Vélodrome d’Hiver. Paris officials demanded that the children be spared and sent to orphanages. I arranged for a train to take the children directly to Auschwitz.


In France I struggled with a super-bureaucracy. I had to write 100 paragraphs and make 100 démarches to get a single Jew out. You can imagine how bad the situation was. I ordered the Jews to be deported from five provincial cities: Bordeaux, Orléans, Poitiers, Angers and Dijon. Most trains could not be filled because there were not enough Jews in those areas. A train from Bordeaux was cancelled. ‘Why was that train cancelled?’ I shouted on the telephone. ‘Because French Jews cannot be included,’ Dannecker’s assistant explained. ‘And there are only 150 foreign Jews in Bordeaux.’ ‘Don’t you realise that this is a matter of prestige and principle?’ I said. ‘I have had long conversations with the Ministry of Transport to obtain the trains and now Paris is cancelling them!’ Jews were a transportation problem for me and nothing else.


SASSEN: You’ve told me the most horrible tales of genocide and mass murder and yet you maintain that you did not hate the Jews. They were a simple transportation problem. This is hard to believe.


EICHMANN: I was never a Schweinehund — a bastard — or a traitor. I served my country — and I saved Jewish lives! When the yellow star was introduced, this Jewish lawyer in Vienna said to me: ‘Sturmbannführer, I will wear this star with pride!’ That man impressed me. He was an idealist. I allowed him to emigrate soon afterwards.


I also had a weakness for Dr Störfer, who was the most useful Jewish official in Vienna. Unfortunately, Störfer made a stupid mistake: he tried to escape. My second in command didn’t like Störfer and he had him sent to Auschwitz where he was shot.

Did I tell you that I had a Jewish SS sergeant in my regiment? He was a good man. He wanted to leave for Switzerland and I instructed the border control to let him pass but when he reached the border he stupidly tried to cross illegally through the woods and he was shot, too.


In 1940, I was still masterminding plans for Jewish mass emigration to Madagascar. I asked my legal experts to draft a new law that would cover the resettlement of Jews on territory that was to be declared Jewish. They would live in Madagascar without restraint, except of course that it would be a protectorate of the German Reich. Unfortunately, by the time the legal and bureaucratic obstacles had been overcome, Madagascar was lost for us.


SASSEN: ...and millions of Jews had been annihilated.


EICHMANN: I had nothing to do with the annihilation of the Jews. Heydrich ordered me to come to his office in the Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse and conveyed to me Reichsführer Himmler’s order that emigration of Jews was prohibited — he also assured me that I would have nothing to do with physical liquidation. My men would act only as policemen. We would round up the Jews, nothing else.


Most of all, I liked to sit in my office — a huge room on the third floor. I sat at a mahogany desk. A large picture of Hitler hung from the wall. Two soldiers with rifles guarded every entrance and exit. I drove a car with little flags attached to the front fenders.


SASSEN: What did you do after you left Kaltenbrunner in Alt-Aussee?


EICHMANN: I collected all the heavy equipment I could muster and set out to organise a Nazi resistance movement in the Death Mountains with a wild bunch from Schellenberg’s Intelligence Section in the SS. Sleeping bags and emergency food rations — chocolate and hard sausages — were scattered in their trucks. We also had a small chest full of dollars, pounds, gold coins and Deutschmarks. I headed for the Blaa-Alm, a stretch of mountainous pasture about an hour’s march from Alt-Aussee and ordered the local Bürgermeister — the mayor — to shovel the snow out of our path. Snow was two metres deep there. I ordered a barrel of wine to be set up in the street so that soldiers coming up the mountain could have a few drinks.


An SS man came to me with an order signed by Kaltenbrunner. He requisitioned all our gold coins. My subordinate Hünsche who acted as our paymaster gave him everything and all our foreign money.


The next morning, I saw how my subordinate Burger hit a civilian who had stolen a supply of lard from a truck. I ordered Burger to report in my room and told him that an officer never hits a civilian even if he is a thief. If the civilian were looting, he should be hauled before a court and shot.


All the weapons we were not using were thrown in a stream. I had 5,000 Reichsmark paid out to each of my men against their signature and released them from military duty. We had a young SS girl with us as an office worker. She begged me to take her along but I said: ‘Pay out 5,000 marks. Dismissed!’


An orderly arrived with a directive from Reichsführer Himmler ordering us not to shoot at Americans or Englishmen. I countersigned the order — and I knew that was the end. The Americans were already in Bad-Ischl, which was not too far away, and German girls were dancing with them in the marketplace.


My driver — Polanski — asked me for a car and a truck so that he would be able to set up his own transport company. ‘Take a truck and make off with my Fiat Topolino,’ I told him. Burger sought me out for a private conversation. ‘Obersturmbannführer,’ he said, ‘you are wanted as a war criminal. If you would appoint another commander and leave us, you would do your comrades a service.’ We drank a last schnaps together and I walked away, back to Alt-Aussee, to my wife and my sons.


* * *


All in all, Eichmann inserted around 200 Korrekturfahnen or correction slips in Sassen’s 900 page typescript. Some correction slips were typewritten, others were only short handwritten corrections.


Vera Eichmann was unaware of the content of tapes and typescript. As far as she knew, her husband had been a high-level officer in the Third Reich and as a loyal military man he had blindly obeyed the orders of his superiors. Repeatedly he had told her: ‘The loyalty of the SS man called for unquestioning obedience.’


And also: ‘We were chained to our oath.’


He had told her that the rule of law allows killing in battle and that she could understand.


* * *


While hiding in Argentina, Eichmann devoured every book about the Final Solution he could lay his hands on and made furious notes and Randbemerkungen — notes in the margin — when he read something in a book that didn’t please him. He angrily wrote the following comment in his own copy of the original German edition of the so-called memoirs of Auschwitz commander Rudolf Höss, published in 1958: ‘Where did Höss get those 2.5 million Jews from? Not from me!’ The book had Eichmann’s marginal notes all over it. One scribble said: ‘That is a lie, a distortion of the facts.’ In his book, Höss had written that he had a private meeting with Eichmann. He crossed that sentence out and added: ‘A shameless lie. I was never alone with Höss.’ On the title page of The Atom by Dr Fritz Kahn, Eichmann wrote rather cryptically: ‘I mentally digested this book and find that it is a magnificent confirmation of National Socialist religion and Gottglaubigkeit — trust in God and the belief in one God as creator and ruler of the Universe. The Leninist-Marxist faith preaches materialism. It is cold and devoid of life. Trust in God is lively, natural and eternal. I warn my children not to pour all this together in one bucket. Unfortunately and to my regret, I am afraid that, with regard to the spiritual ignorance of three of my sons, all this amounts to futile remarks and empty talk — and for this I am sorry.’ In Eichmann’s opinion, his sons were not in the least interested in their intellectual development. On various occasions, he had told them that he did not want them to become soldiers. ‘Better to be a simple workman than even an honest army officer,’ he had said. ‘And never — never — join a political party.’


The most annotated book in Eichmann’s small library of history books published since the war was Die letzten Tage der Reichskanzlei by Gerhard Boldt. The book was published in Vienna in 1947. The description on the dust cover read: ‘As a young front-line officer, Boldt was stationed...’ Eichmann had drawn a line through ‘front-line officer’ and written ‘scoundrel’ above them. Eichmann had discovered that Boldt had not been obedient to his Führer down to the last comma. Wherever Boldt was mentioned in the book, Eichmann had crossed out his name and replaced it with: scoundrel, traitor, skunk, villain. In the margin he gave his unretrained opinion: ‘The author of this book is a stupid pig. The swine’s name is asshole Boldt. The author should be skinned alive for his treachery. On account of such scoundrels we lost the war.’


On the very last page of Die letzten Tage der Reichskanzlei, Eichmann had summed up the essence of his life philosophy:


1. Every man is entitled to live as he pleases.


2. But then he has no right to call himself an officer, because:


3. Officer = fulfillment of duty and obeying orders as specified in his oath and his allegiance to his flag.



* * *


It troubled Eichmann that in Argentina he couldn’t consult the 42 volumes of the Nuremberg trials of the major war criminals. They were full of lies, he told Sassen. Wisliceny was an asshole with ears. For once and for all, Eichmann wanted to set the record straight. His own memoir-cum-diary was undoubtedly going to be the ultimate reference work on the history of the Holocaust. He insisted that Sassen’s typescript had to be a verbatim transcript of the tapes. Sassen was therefore not allowed to add a single word of commentary to Eichmann’s tape recorded text. He vehemently resisted Sassen’s efforts to liven up his eyewitness stories and used the phrase kontra geben — resist, contradict.


Sassen insisted that they talk about Dr Wilhelm Höttl.


SASSEN: Dr Höttl claims you came to see him in Hungary.


EICHMANN: Höttl was never in Hungary. He was a former SS and Gestapo director of intelligence in southeast Europe and in Italy.


SASSEN: He had a house in Budapest and you visited him there. You told him in August 1944 that Germany had lost the war and the United Nations would see you as one of the main war criminals.


EICHMANN: I never said that. I never mentioned the United Nations. I knew I was on an Allied list of war criminals.


SASSEN: Höttl asked you how many Jews had been killed. You replied that the total number was Top Secret but that you thought you could tell him because he was an historian and it was a matter of historical interest.


EICHMANN [filled with indignation]: I didn’t know Höttl was a historian!


SASSEN: You said 6 million. Since Himmler was convinced more than 6 million Jews had been killed, Himmler wanted to send someone to your office to check your files.


EICHMANN: Das ist Unsinn — That is complete nonsense! What Höttl says is a mixture of Dichtung und Wahrheit — facts and fantasy.


One day, Müller told me that a civil servant would come to my office to check statistics. When this civil servant arrived, he showed no interest in the number of Jews killed in the concentration camps. He was only interested in the overall number of Jewish casualties, das heisst konzentrierter, ausgewanderter, vernichteter, natürlich verstorbener, ghettoisierter usw Juden — that is to say, Jews transported to the concentration camps, driven out of the country, or simply killed, or those who died of natural causes, or who perished in the ghettos.


The civil servant ordered me to prepare a report on Jewish casualties that had to be typed on the special Führertypewriter with big letters, so that Hitler would be able to read it without his glasses. We had only one such typewriter in our Gestapo office. Stylistically, I had to rework it several times. Preparing a personal memo for the Führer was a real challenge because of course we didn’t have to prepare a Führerbericht every day.


SASSEN: You never spoke to Dr Höttl about the 6 million?


EICHMANN: I can’t remember. I often chatted with Höttl about the Jewish question and I once mentioned to him that 3 to 4 million Jews had been killed. Höttl has always been lying, even in Nuremberg. He is trying to save his skin. I met him in Alt-Aussee on 3 or 4 May 1945 and, believe it or not, he was ready to run off to Switzerland! I heard from some friends in Austria that Höttl has written a book — I didn’t read it myself — in which he shits on everything that was once dear to him.


* * *


Eichmann liked Sassen’s typescript. ‘We analyzed everything minutely and reduced it to its rudiments,’ he said proudly. The entire typescript was roughly the length of a novel, some 100,000 words. Sassen insisted on a final statement from Eichmann. The handwritten statement was inserted in Leitz binder number 17: ‘To sum it all up, I must say that I regret nothing. It would be too easy to pretend that I have turned suddenly from a Saul to a Paul. No, in all truth I must say that if we had killed all 10 or 11 million Jews that Himmler’s statisticians originally listed in Europe in 1933, I would be a much happier man than I am today because I would have been able to say: “I destroyed our enemy!”’


He came to the conclusion that perhaps he had not exerted himself hard enough since many millions of Jews were still alive. Listening to his own harsh words again, Eichmann added: ‘We’d better omit this from the book.’


Sassen had the last word. He asked if Eichmann had ever attempted to disengage himself from his duties. Eichmann simply said: ‘No, never.’


The year 1959 was almost drawing to a close. Over the next few months, bits and pieces of text were added to Eichmann’s recording and subsequently to the last draft of the typescript.


Sassen wondered why the Jews hadn’t revolted when they were driven to the gas chambers and Eichmann said: ‘Of course we didn’t tell them they were going to be killed. We told them they would be showered and deloused. Women would always hide their children under their clothes. When we found out, mother and child were sent linea recta to the gas chamber.’


When Sassen asked if it was true that it took between three and fifteen minutes to die in the gas chambers, Eichmann answered statistically: ‘Doctors told me it depended a) on the number of Jews in each room, and b) on the temperature in the gas chamber.’


He insisted that the concentration camps hadn’t been as horrible as they were described in post-war books and certainly not a slaughterhouse as the Allied forces had portrayed them on film. ‘Buchenwald had its own prostitute quarter that was open to male prisoners,’ he said. ‘And Auschwitz had a beautiful flower garden.’


Eichmann underlined that SS officers on duty in the camps who behaved badly were punished accordingly and he recalled that a commander of Buchenwald who had stolen money and diamonds from the prisoners was tried, found guilty and shot. An SS soldier who had set fire to the beard of an orthodox Jew was shot.


To balance his recollections, Eichmann insisted that Sassen include in their book a section in which he would describe the informal atmosphere in his office after business hours. ‘I had a piano in my office,’ he told Sassen. ‘When the job was done for the day, I would pick up my violin before going home and we would all together perform one or two compositions of our favorite composers — usually Mozart or Haydn. Oberscharführer Glaser played first violin, I was second violin, another subordinate played the piano and the rest of our small office chamber orchestra sang tenors and basses.’


* * *


Times were difficult. Sassen’s Prometheus press agency scheme wasn’t doing well. Sassen wanted to expand but the clients weren’t there. He was 42 years old. Most of his friends in Argentina on whose support he had relied all those years had left the country. Not only the Dürer Press but The Free Press and The Route too had ceased to exist. Sassen had no life savings that could steer him through difficult times and Eichmann was in robust health: it would be years before he could reap the rewards of his typescript.


To make ends meet, Sassen occasionally took on the odd job again. The CAPRI company was back in business and he was asked to supervise the drilling of water wells in Patagonia in the deep south. Sassen told me: ‘I was employed by the Indústria Integral de Agua and had to drill 2,000 water wells in the Patagonian oil fields. Eichmann worked at the Mercedes-Benz plant in Buenos Aires. I asked him to come to Patagonia with me, he would have been ideal for the job. 2,000 spare car parts, 2,000 water wells or 2,000 Jews: they were just numbers for Eichmann. But he had been promoted at Mercedes-Benz and declined my offer.’


When Sassen came back from Patagonia, he and Eichmann continued their tape recording sessions on alternate weekends. ‘What we have here,’ Sassen said, ‘is a memorandum. According to this document, you told Höss that jewellry and foreign currency taken from the Jews was sold in Switzerland. In fact, you said that we swamped the Swiss jewellry market. If that is true, we were not only murderers — we were also thieves.’ Eichmann nodded approvingly. Everything had been said.


Sassen now needed all his creative energy to get a new venture off the ground: a one-man import and export business. He bought old washing machines and refrigerators for a trifle, had them repaired and resold them in the villa miseria as rather expensive as-good-as-new secondhand kitchen appliances.


Eichmann too came up with a simple moneymaking idea. At his plant he had noticed that there was a growing demand for secondhand Mercedes cars that were, on the whole, unavailable in Argentina. Eichmann suggested that he and Sassen register a small company that would import the cars from Germany where there were vast stocks to be found. Sassen traveled to Germany, bought the cars and had them shipped to Buenos Aires. In a small garage-workshop owned by Mengele, Eichmann and a handful of his mechanic friends from the Mercedes-Benz plant fixed the cars after hours. With their first sale, they scored a bull’s-eye: Sassen peddled a secondhand Mercedes sports car to the playboy son of the Bolivian president. The new company operated from the unpretentious Prometheus office next to the travel agency in the busy downtown section of Buenos Aires. Its telephone number was 328785. It wasn’t a fashionable enough address for a Mercedes dealer and Sassen asked his Nazi friend Leo Poppe to help him out.


Poppe worked as postmaster and night porter at the Claridge Hotel, the old-world, elegant five-star deluxe hotel in the heart of Buenos Aires — where Isser Harel was staying.


Every day of the week around 5 o’clock in the afternoon, Willem Sassen walked two blocks from his office in the Avenida Córdoba to the Avenida Tucumán to collect his mail that was kept poste restante at the splendour of the Claridge Hotel.


* * *


An Argentine of German descent – Lothar Hermann – read in his newspaper that Eichmann was working in Kuwait. He sat down and wrote a letter to Mossad, claiming that Eichmann had never been in Kuwait but was living with his wife and four children under an assumed name in his own house in a run-down area of Buenos Aires. Hermann offered to reveal Eichmann’s exact address — on condition that he would be paid a reward of $10,000 in cash.


He dispatched a second letter to Mossad on 5 November 1959 in which he volunteered Eichmann’s assumed name, his height, his shoe size and the size of his head. He added a black and white photograph of Nick Eichmann so that the Israelis could see for themselves the similarities between the son and his father. Hermann reiterated that he expected payment of the reward without delay.



* * *


Eichmann bought a piece of land in the dreary and deserted suburb of San Fernando, at the utmost northern edge of Buenos Aires. The whole neighbourhood looked neglected. He didn’t pay much for Plot No 14 but it wasn’t much of a property either. Practically every winter and in the rainy season, San Fernando was flooded. In summer it was dry and dusty. Eichmann himself built the house of his dreams, with the help of his three teenage sons. Occasionally, Sassen and Dr von Leers gave a helping hand. The house they built was primitive and looked like a pill-box in wartime. The pillbox was made of brick and reinforced concrete, with outer walls two feet or 60 centimetres thick. The flat roof was three feet thick in places. Plaster-board was used as a door. Even from a distance, the house looked like a little unfinished cell block. Nearby was a kiosko and next to the house was a small brick structure that looked like an outhouse or a storeroom. There was no gas, no electricity and no running water on the property. Dim lights were burning inside the house — they were kerosene lamps. The water supply came from a barrel in which rainwater was collected. Each of the four outer walls had a very small square window with metal bars. It was so dark inside the bunker that kerosene or paraffin lamps had to be lit day and night. But Eichmann was proud of his house. Around his property, he put up a high wire fence. In the back garden, there was a chicken run.


The house in Garibaldi Street was registered in Vera’s name. Invoices dated 17 December 1959 and sent to her from the Cabora cement factory were made out in the name of Señora Veronika Catalina Liebl de Eichmann. They had built their house without a building license and they paid no taxes to the local authority.


A removals van came to a halt in Chacabuco Street where Eichmann and his family had lived for almost seven years. The house had been painted and renovated and a large garage that could be used as a storeroom was added. Sassen stayed behind the steering wheel of the rented van while Eichmann and his sons quickly loaded their family furniture onto the van. They drove off and after a few minutes Sassen brought the van to a halt in front of an empty house a few blocks away in the La Lucila section of Oviedo and Vicente López. The furniture was carried into the empty house, where they sat on the floor, smoking, and waited until nightfall.


In the middle of the night, when everything in town was quiet and the streets were deserted, the five men sneaked out of the house, loaded the furniture on the removals van again and drove off in the direction of San Fernando, off the much-traveled San Fernando highway. The rain season had ended and summer was hot and dry. In the early hours of the morning, the furniture was unloaded again and hastily carried into the bunker-like house in Garibaldi Street. Interior walls were still wet with plaster.


If anyone had been watching Eichmann’s former house in Chacabuco Street, Sassen and his companions were convinced they had fooled them.


* * *


Eichmann was now 54 years old. His life was well ordered. He got up and went to work. Commuting took him two and a half hours and required three bus connections. He braved the trip stoically, morning and evening, without complaint. He looked very much like the other men on the bus. He returned home and busied himself with chores around the house. Occasionally, he wandered down to the nearest kiosko and bought some cheap red wine. At the local Mercedes-Benz factory, he had started as a humble mechanic on the assembly line that turned out trucks but his organisational skills had quickly been recognised and he had been promoted several times until the technical manager had made him a supervisor in administration and an assembly-line foreman.


He took his lunches in a small inexpensive restaurant a block away from the factory and almost always ordered the same meal. He was looking forward to early retirement. Six more years and he could leave his day job if he wished. He would get a good pension. He was proud that his capacity for administration was put to use in the service of Mercedes-Benz, a truly German company. Although he still felt out of place without a uniform, the two Mercedes-Benz overalls in his cupboard were a uniform-like garment too and they were kept spotlessly clean.


He was still plagued by terrible mood swings, though. One day he feared for his life and saw Mossad agents everywhere, the next day he would say to Sassen: ‘I am no longer pursued. That much is clear.’ After each recording, Eichmann had felt like a Catholic after confession. He had cleansed himself of whatever guilt he had bottled up. For four years, Eichmann and Sassen met at least twice a month, usually at weekends, on Saturday and Sunday afternoons. 67 tapes of up to four hours each of Eichmann monologue were locked away in leather saddlebags and hidden in the attic of the house in Liberty Street.


Eichmann was entering the last stage of his life.


Nick wasn’t dating Sylvia Hermann anymore. He had married a beautiful Argentine girl named Martha and, to Eichmann’s delight, the newlywed couple had given him Monika — his first granddaughter. They lived at 33 Avenida General La Paz, in the heart of the city. Nick was 24.


[One year previously, Sylvia Hermann had emigrated to the United States. It took her blind father fifteen years to claim the $10,000 reward put on the head of Adolf Eichmann. Only in 1973 did he finally get his money. He died shortly afterwards.]


In April 1960, Sassen recorded their final conversation. ‘I am tired of living as an anonymous wanderer between the worlds,’ Eichmann confessed. ‘The voice of my heart — the voice no human being can escape — tells me that I have to seek peace. Even with my former opponents, I would like to be at peace. I was neither a murderer nor a mass murderer, nor were my immediate subordinates. Never was I a secret Schweinehund or a traitor. But to adhere to the truth, I charge myself with being an accessory to killings — because I transmitted deportation orders and some of the deported were killed. Do I have to be more popish than the Pope?’


* * *


 Zvi Aharoni checked into the Claridge Hotel. He was a Mossad agent and the chief interrogator of Shin Bet, the Israeli FBI. In the late afternoon, Sassen was having a drink in the velvet coffee bar of the hotel. He had a bundle of papers with him in a black Leitz binder. Leo Poppe gave him his mail and told him someone was waiting to see him at the front desk. The tall and somewhat lanky Mossad agent was as nervous as he was.


The Leitz binder and an envelope stuffed with new dollar bills changed hands and Willem Sassen left the Claridge Hotel.


* * *


 Eichmann picked up his violin. He was sitting in the tiny kitchen of his new house in Garibaldi Street and he played My Love, Do not forget me. He strummed the violin strings while he sang. He dearly loved Andreas Hofer though he still favoured Mozart and Haydn above all. With a silver bombilla, he sucked up the poisonous juices from a jar of yerba maté tea — the only drink that stops you from sweating — then he took the washing off the line in the garden.


Early in the morning of Wednesday 11 May 1960, Adolf Eichmann kissed his wife goodbye, as he did every morning of the week. At the bus stop, he boarded the Nr 203 colectivo to the Mercedes-Benz factory in the Suarez district. It was a greyish day. The light faded quickly. That evening, Eichmann did not return home.


* * *


 What follows is my verbatim translation of a Secret Service surveillance report by an undercover agent named Raneri — Inspector Raneri — prepared for the Ministry of the Interior. The document is on file in the Nazi archives at Coordinación Federal or S.I.D.E. — the Federal Police Agency — in Buenos Aires. At the time, Inspector Raneri was working for the División de Asuntos Extranjeros. His report is dated 11 May 1960 and is the only eyewitness account on file of the kidnapping of Ricardo Klement alias Adolf Eichmann.


Re: Operación Intercambio


7 o’clock pm at the Mercedes-Benz plant. The siren sounds. Among the last to leave the factory is Ricardo Klement. He boards the small green and yellow bus. I follow him on the bus and sit on the bench behind him. He doesn’t seem to notice that he is being followed. Klement gets off the bus at the same stop as every day and walks towards his house. Suddenly three men or perhaps women jumped out of a big black car. It was twilight and I couldn’t see who they were. They bundled Klement into the back of the car and drove off at full speed. The abduction took twenty seconds and Klement did not offer resistance. We followed the kidnappers to a granja — a farmhouse — in the southern district of Florencio Varela province of Buenos Aires.

Twenty seconds was all it took.


Once they were inside the granja, Eichmann was blindfolded and chained by an ankle to a metal bed frame.


The task of interrogating the prisoner while he was still in shock was given to Aharoni. In German, the tall and lanky Mossad agent asked Eichmann: ‘Who are you?’
The prisoner replied: ‘Ich bin Adolf Eichmann.’


Three days previously his crimes had expired under the statute of limitations in Argentina.


‘Are you Americans?’ the prisoner asked. ‘No: you must be Israelis. Americans are not interested in me.’ Then he said slowly: ‘Ich habe die ganze Zeit gezittert dass es so kommen wird — I have always feared that this is how it would happen. I am relieved. I never doubted I would get caught one day.’


Later that night, he wrote out the following statement, in his own handwriting: ‘I, the undersigned, Adolf Eichmann, declare of my own free will that — since my true identity has been revealed — it has become clear to me that there is no point in hiding any longer from justice. I am willing to go to Israel. At last, I want to have peace of mind. I will reveal the whole truth.’ Signed: Adolf Eichmann, Buenos Aires, May of 1960.


There was no heating in the granja, it was like an ice-box inside. The Mossad agents clearly had overlooked the fact that it was almost winter in Buenos Aires and they didn’t have winter clothes. They stayed in the safehouse for nine more days. Every day, a female Jewish volunteer brought warm meals. A Jewish physician sat at Eichmann’s bedside constantly. On the tenth day, Eichmann was given sleeping pills, he was dressed in the uniform of an El Al pilot and sprinkled with whisky to make him seem drunk. From Ezeiza International Airport he was flown to Israel on board an empty chartered Bristol-Britannia plane — the first El Al prop-jet to inaugurate a weekly service between Buenos Aires and Tel-Aviv.


* * *


 On 23 May 1960, at four o’clock exactly, tears of emotion in his eyes, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion made the sudden and dramatic announcement in parliament that Adolf Eichmann had been apprehended and was detained in Israel. ‘Together with the Nazi leaders, he was responsible for the extermination of six million Jews of Europe. He will shortly be brought to trial under the Nazis and Nazi Collaborators Law of 1950.’ It was the most important announcement in the short history of the Knesset.


For a moment, the members of parliament sat speechless, then a thunderous applause erupted.


True believers strictly follow the Ten Commandments of Moses and maintain that only God is master of life and death: they refer to the Talmud which forbids capital punishment unless the condemned person himself asks that it be carried out. However, Israel had introduced the death penalty for crimes against the Jewish people, for crimes against humanity and war crimes. A political opponent argued that Israel had no right to try a man — even if he was a mass murderer — who committed no crimes on Israeli soil since Israel did not become a state until 14 May 1948. Eichmann should therefore be handed over to Germany on which territory — plus the occupied countries — he committed his crimes.


The prime minister replied: ‘In my opinion, the importance of the trial lies in the privilege of having the entire story of the Holocaust revealed in an Israeli court, so that the facts shall be known and remembered by the youth of Israel — and that the world, too, shall learn the truth.’


* * *


The tape-recorded interrogation of Adolf Eichmann started on 29 May 1960 at 4.45 p.m., seven days after his arrival in Israel. ‘I always knew this would happen,’ Eichmann said. ‘I am glad that it is all finished now.’ He added: ‘I will give you the names of the real Nazi criminals. I will spare no-one.’ He was asked to repeat those words into the microphone and Eichmann added in German: ‘Ich bin hilfsbereit — I will help you.’ On 30 May 1960, the second day of his interrogation only, he gave away the first name. Eichmann was telling his Israeli interrogator that in the summer of 1942 he had visited the concentration camp of Lublin in the company of Wilhelm Höffle. Asked if Höffle too had found refuge in Argentina, Eichmann calmly said: ‘No, he lives in Salzburg, I believe.’


Within days Eichmann broke his SS oath of loyalty and testified against all his former SS comrades.






 Hugh Grant
Five Failures

 In 1971, when I was 12, I failed to throw the ball back to John Price of Middlesex and England. I was at Lords, with my friend Simon Berger. We were both smoking Kensitas and Simon was keeping the score. Someone hit a four. In those days it was normal for boys to jump the little white fence and throw the ball back to the chasing fielder. I had never been that boy. I leapt the fence, scooped the ball up and attempted to throw it back underarm. But in the excitement of the moment something failed in the release mechanism of my right hand and I held on to the ball much too long, and ended up throwing the ball backwards over my head – high into the upper tier of the Nursery Road Stand. It was a thinly attended county match and that section had been roped off for the day. I could hear the ball clattering around among the empty seats. John Price looked startled. There were a few derisive cheers from around the ground. In a move I particularly regret I held my arms up and did a ‘Thank you fans’ sort of thing.


The same release mechanism problem has continued to dog me throughout my life. In tennis matches, when serving under pressure, I will often toss the ball very high and backwards over my head (on one occasion out of the court). I will do this not once or twice, but incessantly. People will beg me to just serve underarm. And I will.


Playing in a very well attended charity cricket match not long ago I was asked to bowl. Taking an impressive run up I bowled five balls in a row with some violence straight into the ground at my own feet. Again, I bowled the sixth underarm.


2.


In 1977, when I was 17, I failed as a motorbike despatch rider. I remember the first day – waiting outside an office building with the other riders from the company. They all had bikes big enough to lounge on. I had a Honda C50 moped with a windscreen. They had stubble and leather and were smoking roll-ups. I had some Marmite sandwiches and was wearing my mother’s red anorak. It was too small and hadn’t kept me warm enough and my kidneys had got cold and I had cystitis. Very rare in men. I worked there for three weeks. No one ever talked to me.


3.


In 1986, at the age of 26, I failed in my first professional acting role of any significance. I’d been cast as Lord Lucius Vyne , an aristocrat-turned
-highwayman, in a TV adaptation of Barbara Cartland’s novel, Cupid Rides Pillion. It was a low budget production, the wig was cheap and it didn’t hang well under my wide-brimmed cavalier hat. I looked like Deputy Dawg. I also find that when I’m not comfortable in a part my voice goes up in pitch. I wasn’t at all comfortable in this part, and as a result I kept jumping out of bushes and shrieking ‘Stand and deliver!’ in falsetto. I could tell they wanted to fire me.


I became convinced that the problem was connected with not having been to drama school, like most actors. So I bought The Actor and his Voice by Cicely Berry and practised the drills diligently wherever we were on location. I remember in Nottingham running backwards in the local park with outstretched arms while shouting ‘Haaaa!’ from my diaphragm. I had thought that that part of the park was deserted. It wasn’t. I came to the end of a drill and heard a child’s voice behind me saying, ‘He’s running backwards again’. And then another child saying, ‘Twat’.


4.


In 1989 I failed to play Lord Byron convincingly. It was a low budget Spanish film about Byron and Shelley, and for some reason was shot in English with English actors. I would argue that in this case not everything was my fault. History tells us that Byron had a club foot, and I planned to give him a slight limp. The Spanish director decided that he should have two. And that they should be severe ones. I went along with the idea and it was not a success.


History also tells us that Byron had curly hair. But the Spanish make-up lady overdid my perm and I looked less like Lord Byron and more like Arthur Ashe. Perhaps the original Spanish script was excellent and the translation into English hadn’t done it justice; but I struggled when delivering with great solemnity lines such as ‘Deep down in the lake there is slime and weed, but when I look at you, Mary, I see only my own reflection’. Or, as Claire Clairmont tried to undress me – ‘Not my boots. Ever.’ I did my best, but it was easy to get disheartened. The director spoke no English, and all his directing had to be done via a local English academic called Alan. Alan was nice but I don’t think he’d had much experience of actors. He’d come up after a take and say, ‘Gonzalo says, “Could you be less wooden?”’


5.


In 1991, at the age of 31, I failed to find the right key when singing a Frank and Nancy Sinatra duet. I was on holiday with friends in a seaside town in the south of France. A band was playing to a large crowd sitting in a makeshift stand on the harbour side. The bandleader was inviting people to come up and take the microphone. There had been a quite a few volunteer singers, all of them excellent. It’s very hard to imagine how I allowed myself to be persuaded by my then girlfriend to go up with her and sing ‘Something Stupid’. In harmony. ‘A minor fifth apart.’ I might have been fractionally drunk, but I remember a moment of sudden and terrifying sobriety, followed by blind panic, and then us starting so far off key that the band had to stop and start again. This happened three times. In the end we were told to leave the stage. When we got back to our friends we found that they’d fled. We found them later, hiding in a back street. They said that they had left at our first attempt, and hearing the third had broken into a run.






 Leonid Pasternak
My First Pogrom in Odessa

 I was seven or eight years old the Easter of the first Jewish pogrom. It set a pattern, later repeated in southern Russia, many times.


You could feel something unusual was coming. The streets were empty. There was a silence. It felt as though everyone had gone into hiding. Windows waited. The wind held its breath.


A sound, sounds, far-away whoops gradually came into focus. You could hear whistles. The noisy slur of a huge drunken crowd, urged on by yelling youngsters. The high-pitched fluttering war cries of market-women. A confused crescendo. And at its heart, a swaying bestialised crowd, like some ponderous, injured thing, slowly crawling down the Koblevskaya towards our house.


Stones smacked against the windows. Glass cracked and fell tinkling or torrential on the pavements. People ran to lock their gates. The church loomed in the distance. Banners of black smoke twisted and writhed from burning booths and torched market-stalls. Screaming women came into sight down the street from the bazaar, running full tilt away from the infuriated crowd. And this nightmare was nosing its way to our house, Wayside Inn (rooms to let). Our gate was already bolted and my father managed to slam the postern shut. The courtyard was deserted. No one. A few days before Easter all the draymen, waggoners and gentleman-lodgers had left for their homes.


Only our family – my parents, two sisters, my older brother and I – were left in the wide waste of yard. The courtyard was behind the two small wings of our guest-house – eight rooms that looked out on the street. I can remember very clearly that I was pacing the yard, ready to defend our besieged house with a little chain for a whip, instead of a proper leather strap.


Fugitives bewailing their trashed possessions passed outside our gates. And here came the hooligan vanguard of gang-leaders, whooping whistling squealing, smashing glass. I can still hear them now – whistles, groans of pleasure every time something massive was hurled from the windows to crash on the street. Splintering glass...


The one thing I can’t remember is how I found myself in one of the inn’s empty rooms, where my mother had evidently tried to hide us away from the mob’s violence.


When the crowd reached our house, my mother – a thin, frail-looking woman – opened a ground-floor window, clambered out, and threw herself on her knees in front of the drunken crowd, begging them in tears to have mercy on her children. This unexpected sight had such an effect that the leaders called off their pack – ‘come on boys! Go on!’ That was how Mama’s heroic maternal courage saved us.

Anxious that another horde – or the same one on its way back – would behave differently next time, she snatched up the first scraps of stuff that came to hand, and persuaded a passing carter to carry us to her eldest, married daughter. This sister of mine, Rosa, lived in the centre of Odessa, in a well-populated yard, among ‘other folk’. Riding through the deserted streets was terrifying. The crowd was rampaging through the outskirts of the town. Its uproar reached us from every side. The road was white: snow drifts of down from ripped-up feather-beds.


I remember that night – lying on the joiner’s bench in a big carpenter’s workshop, something very hard under my head, now sleeping, now waking, disturbed by howls and whistles, the wince and slush of glass.


And so the pogroms, criminal reprisals against the defenceless, universally mounted by those in power in their various ways, took root first with us, and then in the lives of the ‘civilised’ peoples of Europe.


Of course the savage barbarity of that riot – incomprehensible to a child of my age – left an indelible mark on my eight-year-old self. When I grew up, this apparently ‘national’ phenomenon left me not with a sense of vengeful detestation, but bitterness. Bitterness for the victims, lacking all rights, guilty in nothing, scapegoats of blind persecution for two thousand years.




Leonid Pasternak was born in Odessa in 1862. This memory relates to the Odessa pogrom of 1871.






 Steven McGregor
Living Among the Dead

 When I came home from Basic Training, this was two years back, I wore my uniform to dinner with my Mom and the restaurant owner said, ‘Order anything you want, it’s on the house’, and a boy in the parking lot wanted his picture with me. The infantryman is the only celebrity you can actually be. That’s why I joined the army. That and I wanted to see the war. Not like on Kill TV, but like actually see it up close. Kill TV is how we call the Predator drone feed.


Infantry school came after Basic Training and it was with boots on all the time, rifle ranges, road marches, chanting ‘B is for Born to Die’. We were on mile five of eight and my feet were sliding in my boots from the blood, my toes going up against the toe-cap and my heel slipping back when I lifted up. The road was red clay like it was dyed that way from the soles of our feet. Men were pissing as we walked so as not to fall behind, their clear urine arcing out to the side of the formation, a machine purging itself as it lumbers forward.


There was a car idling behind us to pick up anyone who quit. I could see Drill Sergeant’s face in the dash light, pale and naked without the hunter green hat, the admonishing bill curve. Geitner had already fallen out. They had him in the car with an IV and Drill was squeezing the saline bag.


‘Don’t think about it,’ my battle buddy said, another infantry thing to say.


But it was hard to breathe my feet hurt so bad. It started as a dull ache just under my kneecaps and I was studying this like a math equation, the idea that I was feeling the pain of my feet through a different part of my body. Then I had this growing rawness as a pain in my hips, in my dead center, scraped fresh every time my boot sole went heel toe.


The ranks were passing me, passing waves, left, right left.


I got stuck five times because they couldn’t find my veins. The Medic took my other arm, smacked the top of my hand and stretched the skin and tried the needle in there and when the saline washed into me I felt eleven years old.


‘Weak,’ Drill said. Later, after breakfast with Geitner at our own table, I saw Dan Young sitting down with Pelgro and Sternberg and he wouldn’t look over to me. I knew that was it.


‘Two choices: Cook or Chaplain’s Assistant,’ Drill said. No way I was going to work in a kitchen. Fuck that.


*


We had only just heard from the messenger that some of our guys had been taken.


Chaplain Parver started praying out loud. His hands were shaking so bad he couldn’t tie his laces. Finally he just stuffed them in his suede boots. He was nervous. I think even then he knew how things would turn out.


I was already in my armoured vest and with my helmet on. I thought this was it, I was finally going to get my chance. But when we got to the radio room the staff officers were all gathered at the far end, their arms crossed, watching Kill TV. It’s a thermal image so signs of life and fire glow white like they’re pure and everything else is a shade. On the screen was a clean burning truck surrounded by faint lines, stick figures. They were soldiers laying still.


‘We going on the next patrol?’ I asked.


The officers didn’t answer.


I repeated my question to a Private by the radio.


‘Get out, Goblin,’ said one of the men. He grabbed my shoulder. ‘Only essential personnel.’


‘You woke me up to come in here, Sergeant.’


‘Thought you’d be guarding the Chaplain.’ He pushed me out the door. ‘Wait in your quarters. Everyone’s already left.’


The Chaplain stood with the staff, their heads bowed, looking. I went back downstairs to the Medic’s Shack and it was true that everyone had gone. All that remained was one of the platoon dogs. He was licking himself and panting. He trotted off to the North Gate.


Since I had all my gear on I decided to follow him. The night was hot and black. I was sweating and for me this had been the entire war: a featureless gravel road, alone but for a jaunty shape trotting just ahead. And the sense that everything was happening somewhere else.


The North Gate was an opening in the concrete wall of the patrol base, hardly ten feet across. A soldier walked back and forth in the white stadium lights, holding his rifle in both hands and kicking rocks. It smelled of diesel fuel.


‘Hey dog,’ he said and he patted the dog’s head. ‘I’m going up,’ I said, motioning to the nearest guard tower. The soldier shrugged.


I crouched down to enter. It was so dark inside I couldn’t see the metal ladder so I slung my rifle and felt my way up with both hands. At the top was another soldier sitting beside a two-forty machine gun, his beak nose and recessed chin silhouetted by the lights.


‘Yo,’ he said.


‘There’s an attack. Thought I’d come up and see if there’s any action.’ I turned the gun, noticing the feed tray was empty.


‘I’m not allowed to load it,’ he said.


‘Why not?’


‘You the Chaplain’s guy?’ He pushed against my shoulder with two fingers.


I brushed aside his arm. ‘The assistant,’ I said.


‘Yeah, that’s what I mean. How’d you end up with that?’ He grinned, his teeth grey against his black skin, wolf-like.


‘I enlisted and that’s what I got.’


He backed off. ‘Secrets, everybody’s got. Everybody. You don’t have to tell me.’


I gave him a cigarette. We smoked and didn’t say anything to each other. His rank was Private First Class but his vest was arranged neatly like an NCO, with a set of empty grenade pouches across the top and by his shoulder an empty knife sheath. There was a fluttering from the date palms across the road, just at the edge of the white band cast by the stadium lights.


‘Bats,’ said the Private. When he dragged on his cigarette he bowed his head down behind the parapet so the glow wouldn’t mark his face to snipers. I copied him. We held the cigarettes down at our feet.


‘I’m Gobelain,’ I said.


‘Frederick.’ His hand was rough and stiff, like it was hewn from a tree. ‘Threatened to kill my platoon leader so I’m not allowed ammo. I just have to sit up here with this.’


I bowed down to smoke.


‘He was a real tool bag,’ Frederick said. ‘What’s the Chaplain like? I never talk to him.’


‘He’s okay.’


‘How’s it work? You copy down all the prayers?’


‘Yeah, there’s a log book just like for the radio. No, I’m kidding, bro. It’s Geneva Conventions. Means he can’t have a gun, so I’m like the bodyguard. I go with him on patrol maybe once a week when he visits the patrol bases. Rest of the time I work for First Sergeant. I pull guard up here or other details.’


‘Not a bad way to live your life.’ 


‘No.’


 ‘But you want more action, huh?’


 ‘Sure, man.’


‘Not me,’ Frederick said. He took a final drag and held it for a while then just let the smoke drift out of his mouth, as if he couldn’t exhale. ‘I’ve seen enough.’


The dog walked out into the light and then on into the dark, like he didn’t care about anything. He came trotting back.


‘Leaves whenever he wants,’ I said with envy.


‘Don’t know why he comes back,’ Frederick said.


‘He’s a first platoon dog. They feed him and he sleeps in a trailer with some of the Joes.’


I mashed out the cigarette on my boot sole.


Frederick took my hand and held it for a moment. I could feel his heartbeat in my hand or maybe it was my own. ‘If you really want, you should patrol with just the infantry,’ he said. ‘Without the Chaplain. Just go up to any NCO in the first truck and tell him you’re a good shot. And act tough about it.’


When I came back it was breakfast time and some of the first patrols were coming back for refit. But the soldiers were skipping chow to line up outside the chapel, waiting for Parver to open the door.


‘Dimitru and Rory are missing,’ one of them said to me. ‘We already found Fielding’s body in the river.’


It was the first time I’d seen the chapel full. Parver didn’t need my protection now. His finest hour. He had a high-pitched, plaintive voice and I could hear his constant enfilade as I lay in my cot in the room next door.


‘And it came to pass, as they were much perplexed thereabout, behold, two men stood by them in shining garments: and as they were afraid, and bowed down their faces to the earth, they said unto them, Why seek ye the living among the dead?’


I lay still for an hour but it was impossible to sleep. Lighting another cigarette, I went to the concrete slab outside the Chapel and sat on a camping stool, stretching my legs out in front. The sun was resting on the horizon, like it had slid there, and the sky was pure float glass. Before me was the smoke stack of the defunct powerplant where we’d been living for the past five months. It stood unfinished, with a crown of rebar poking out where there should have been smoke. And strewn about the sand at the foot of the stack were the rusted carcasses of metal conduits and pipes. Some pipes were connected, making serpentine pathways to empty cisterns. Other sections sat lonely, unconnected on either end, now coated with dust.


With its ascending rings of concrete, the smoke stack was so tall I felt it had to mean something. Like the Eiffel Tower or the Washington Monument, some epic thing... And I wondered if the missing soldiers could see it, from where they were now. Was there a window, like a cell window, where the prisoners hold the bars and peer outside?


*


Platoons going out with sunrise came by the chapel for service and afterward Chaplain Parver would sweep the sand out himself and not let me help. Then he’d sit at the table in the office where he had his jigsaw puzzle of Fort Matanzas that his wife had sent him. He took it apart and re-pieced it every day and turned the pieces silently and snapped them hard against the sheet metal. His face was sunburned unevenly, reddened on his cheeks and forehead but white around his eyes and he always had a sleepy look, as if he had just woken up. It was an attitude made worse by his wrinkled, baggy uniform.


‘Why’re you guilty about it?’ I asked him. I took a bottle of water from the cooler and held it against my face as I lay on the cot we had in the office, under the air conditioner.


He didn’t speak while he took apart the puzzle and then when he mixed it up he said, ‘It’s why I became a chaplain and not a soldier. I think it’s wrong.’


‘What, the entire war? What’s the Colonel think of that?’ 


‘He’s never asked me.’


 ‘Would you tell him?’ 


‘I guess.’


‘He’d probably hit you.’


‘You don’t know him really. He’s tough but it’s heavy on him. Especially the kidnapping three weeks before we go home. The Sergeant Major refuses to go out on patrol anymore. He just wants to kill everyone now. Everyone.’


‘What’re you guilty about then?’


‘I’m against it but it fills the chapel. Every day I get to preach the Resurrection.’ He placed several puzzle pieces. ‘Did you know them?’


‘The missing guys? I knew Dimitru. He’s like the only guy in 1st Platoon that didn’t call me “goblin”. Used to always be teasing his squad by saying they had “tiny heart syndrome”.’


‘When I saw their pictures I didn’t even recognise them.’ The Chaplain closed his eyes completely as he said this, measuring his words like they were an incantation. ‘There’s too many of them, the men. Their names and faces, they run together and I should know better. I should know each one.’


I lay still, letting the condensation from the bottle run from my cheek to my forehead, into my hair, as if everything, even gravity, was reversed.


*


‘What’s up, stud?’ said the Staff Sergeant in the front seat of the humvee.


‘I’m coming with, Sergeant.’


‘Says who?’ he asked, taking off his black sunglasses. His face was slick with sweat and rounded as though carefully shaped.


‘I want to go.’


‘Speak the fuck up,’ the Sergeant said as he moved aside his radio headphones.


I adjusted my rifle on my chest, holding it tight with both hands. ‘I’m ready, Sergeant,’ I said in a louder voice.


‘You’re the Chaplain’s guy, right?’


 ‘I’m a good shot, Sergeant.’


He looked at me for a moment. One hand turned the air conditioner vent on the Humvee dashboard. His other hand flicked the safety of his pistol on and off. It was holstered over his heart.


‘How many rounds you got?’ he asked.


 I patted the pouches on my vest, counting the magazines. ‘90, Sergeant.’ 


‘You need 210. There’s some in the back there. Load up.’


I climbed in the back seat, behind the Sergeant. There was an ammo box at my elbow and the rounds were just loose in there like spare change. With both hands I pried open a spare headset that hung on the back wall. The soldier in the turret reached down and tapped my helmet.


‘Broken,’ he said.


I returned the headphones to their hook and the men continued murmuring into their mouthpieces, a private conversation. Every now and then they would laugh at something.


‘Sit tight,’ the Sergeant said loudly. ‘Waiting on the word from the TOC.’


The window at my right was low and square. Pulling a golf-ball-sized knob I lowered the pane of two-inch-thick glass. I smoked three cigarettes and put the butts in my ankle pocket. In my stomach I had this feeling like I was eating but I wasn’t hungry. And I wiped the sweat out of my eyes with my thumb and lit another cigarette.


‘How much longer, Sergeant?’ I shouted. 


‘Bout three weeks,’ he said.


 ‘No, Sergeant, till the patrol leaves.’ 


‘Waiting on the word, man.’


I unstrapped my helmet and held it in my lap like I wanted to collect something and then covered my eyes with one of my empty gloves.


*


When I woke up the sun had set. The truck was empty. My rifle was still between my knees; I felt the safety and the magazine. Through the wind-screen there was a white light maybe two hundred meters ahead. Outside it was gravelly and I heard shouting.


‘Choke him,’ said someone. ‘Choke that motherfucker.’


It was the soldiers; they had circled around two Joes who were wrestling. One had the other in a headlock. The powerplant sat quietly, several office lights glowing.


They wrestled until one went unconscious and they were slapping his face and shining a light on him. He woke up and was laughing and said, ‘shut your whore mouth’ to the guy who choked him. I smoked a cigarette.


The Sergeant went to his truck and used the radio. ‘We’re leaving in fifteen mikes,’ he said and this time we actually did.


But it was so dark outside I couldn’t see anything. Inside the truck there was a ghost green glow from the radio dial, the coiled headset cords and the strap for the turret gunner’s seat bounced rhythmically as we jostled over potholes and divots.


The Sergeant turned around in his seat and said, ‘don’t do anything less I say’.


‘Roger, Sergeant,’ I said.


When the truck stopped the Sergeant said, ‘get out’, and I met him on the dirt road outside. His night vision monocle was flipped down and lit half his face green. With a gloved hand on my neck he positioned me by the front of the Humvee. ‘Kneel. Drink water. Your left limit is the corner of the wall there. Your right limit is the chicken coop or whatever that hut thing is. Know what I mean by that? Just watch between those things.’


‘Roger, Sergeant.’


‘Something strange comes toward you, fucking shoot it. Shoot to kill, roger that?’


‘Roger, Sergeant.’


‘I’ll be back in like twenty minutes. Any questions ask Creely. He’s in the turret.’


I didn’t want to keep repeating my singular response but when I was quiet, he said, ‘Understand?’


‘Roger, Sergeant.’


‘Someone tells you something you should answer them. Drink more water.’ He walked off toward a house with several other soldiers.


The dirt was cold against my knee. Dust waved through the headlight beams, an earthworm writhed exposed. A door slammed somewhere in the village. A bulb light flickered behind trellis bars. The night was busy. I was facing it squarely.


‘Hey, who’s this?’ said the guy in the turret.


There was a figure coming from the house where the soldiers went in. He had a tray in his hands.


‘Stop,’ I shouted.


‘Good night, mister,’ said the figure.


‘It’s Mister Two Times,’ said the guy in the turret. ‘He’s bringing us cokes.’


‘So I let him over here?’


‘Yeah. He gives us tips on some of the tribes.’


The Iraqi had a narrow face with black eyebrows. I took one of the coke cans from the tray.


‘What’s up, man?’ said Mister Two Times.


‘What’s up,’ I said.


‘What’s up, my brother?’ he said. He set down his tray of sodas and took out his cell phone. ‘Ficky-ficky?’ he said.


‘What’s he talking about?’ I said to the guy in the turret.


A video started playing on the phone. There was a blond haired girl taking her clothes off.


‘Ficky-ficky,’ said Mister Two Times. ‘What’s up, man?’ he said to the guy in the turret. He passed him a soda, holding the can high above his head. When he came back to me there was a different video playing: a soldier from the waist up, someone else’s hands smoothing his uniform top so his nametape was clearly seen, Dimitru. The picture zoomed closer to his face and one eye was black and swollen and his nose had bled all down his lantern jaw. He tried sitting up but someone had a fist of his hair and kept him down against a concrete floor. Then the knife came and his eyes saw it, even the one swollen.


‘Where’d you get this?’ I said.


He said, ‘I help your searching.’


There was Arabic and then the knife was held against his neck and it was so dull it just made a dent for a moment. Dimitru held a permanent yawn. He seemed to help them by lifting his chin away from where they were working. The knife was held by someone off screen, like the hand was detached, ungloved, naked. No one sounded frustrated or impatient. It was steady. Incredibly red-black.


‘Enough,’ I said, stumbling backwards against the Humvee. I held up my rifle and said, ‘I’ve seen enough.’


‘What’s going on down there?’ shouted the soldier in the turret.


I paused, uncertain which direction to run. Then I saw the smoke-stack, a pale column against the black sky. I saw it as the Iraqis must see it: an obelisk meaningless, a tower empty, a modern monument beside an ancient river.






 Hannah Sullivan
You, Very Young in New York

 
The splinter in your eye is the best magnifying glass.

Rosy used to say that New York was a fairground.

‘You will know when it’s time, when the fair is over.’

But nothing seems to happen. You stand around

On the same street corners, smoking, thin-elbowed,

Looking down avenues in a lime-green dress

With one arm raised, waiting to get older.

Nothing happens. You try without success

The usual prescriptions, the usual assays on innocence.

I love you to the wrong person, I feel depressed,

Kissing a girl, a sharpener, sea urchin, juice cleanses,

But the senses, laxly fed, are self-replenishing,

Fresh as the first time, so even the eventual

Sameness has a savor for you. Even the sting

When someone flinches at I love you

Is not unwelcome, like the ulcer on your tongue

Sharpened on the ridges of a tooth.

And when he slams you hard against the frame,

The pore-ticked sallow bruise seems truer




* * *



The White Rose bars opened very early in the morning; I recall waiting in one of them to watch an astronaut go into space, waiting so long that at the moment it actually happened I had my eyes not on the television screen but on a cockroach on the tile floor.

All summer the Park smelled of cloves and it was dying.

Now it is Labor Day and you have been sleeping through a rainstorm,

Half-aware of the sewage and frying peanut oil and the ozone

Rising in the morning heat, and the sound of your roommate hooking the chain,

Flipping ice cubes into a brandy balloon, pouring juice over them,

Ruby Sanguinello, till they giggle, popping their skins. The freezer throbs.

He has been beating a man he met on Craigslist, he has been

Dreaming of Old New York, a James novel, a Greenwich Village Christmas,

A certain kind of frost in the Meatpacking District, and the smell of the carcasses

You have been thinking of the building opposite at night, the lights

Going off one by one, a diminished Mondrian, one ochre square

Where a woman undresses for the city, stroking her puffy thighs.

You hear him talking on the phone about you, his ‘petite innocente’.

All summer you have been eating peaches from the greenmarket.

Overripe in September they need to rest in the icebox, sitting with their bruises.

All summer you have been dreaming of Fall and its brittle confection of branches.




* * *



Lying awake in the flat-pulse of November rain, as the bond market falls

And the art market gets nervous, starts to freeze up, and hipsters

Keep on trying to sell huckleberry jam from Brooklyn and novelists

Keep on going to Starbucks to craft their sagas, adjusting their schemas,

Picking like pigeons at the tail of the morning croissant,

As the bartenders figure out the winter cocktail lists, telling each other

That Cynar, grapefruit bitters, and a small-batch Mezcal will

Be trending in the new year, even though guests are still going to be wanting

Negronis at weddings, gin and tonics on first dates, Manhattans before

Moving upstairs, away from the camera phones, on illicit business...

Schramsberg ’98 is working well for Caitlin in the nouveau bellini.

Jed crafts a drink from porter, coffee rum, and Brachetto d’Acqui,

It can only be written in Chinese but is ordered as ‘the vice grip’,

Its taste is whipped cream and kidneys, beer bitter and honeyed.

He makes it for the girl in leathers with a face like the Virgin Mary.

You are listening to Bowie in bed, thinking about the hollows

Of his eyes, his lunatic little hand jigs, longing for Berlin in the 70s.

You are thinking of masturbating but the vibrator’s batteries are low

And the plasticine-pink dick rotates leisurely in your palm,

Casting its space-age glow into the winter shadows.




* * *



Moving in the bathroom, at Christmas, plucking your eyebrows, shaving

(On Friday Trinh will be back and you will take two Advil and lie

On a table in Chelsea holding your butt open, ‘stretch it’ she says,

Irritably sometimes, and ‘stretch’ as lavender wax wells

Voluptuously in hidden places, and ‘turn’ as you kneel on all fours

So she can clean you up behind and, still parting you open, her fingers

Spend one moment too long tissuing off the dead wax with almond oil and

‘All done’ she pats, producing hot towels); then moving lightly

Over the floor, taking medicines with last night’s overnight-out

Brackish water in a coffee mug; taking a levothyroxine, half a Lexapro,

Some vitamins to ward off colds, one to reduce PMS, some other crap

You bought in a basement discount store with a cold, last Monday,

From a man who thought you might be low in magnesium, he said this

While eating vegan candy from a ripped-out pack snatched

From his own counter. Then the weighing, the exhalation on the scales,

A finger callipering for fatness, a finger slipping to check the cervix—

And walking out of the house into a world overwhelmed with rain and light snow,

At more than capacity, so the taxi drivers are only in the middle lane

And the rose sellers have stayed home.




* * *



The consciousness of the finite, the menaced, the essentially invented state, twinkles ever, to my perception, in the thousand glassy eyes of these giants of the mere market.

Evening comes without seeing light again. Between you and a window:

The beige lego maze of offices, people whose names you don’t know.

You should be addressing inefficiencies in online processes,

Mastering multichannel, getting serious about small businesses,

You have created a spreadsheet with thirteen tabs,

The manager is giving you hell, ordering sushi, cancelling cabs.

The senior partner calls from Newark, ‘Thanks team.’ His thin

Voice purrs, he is sipping something, ‘Let’s make it a win-win.’

But in the morning, brushing his new teeth, looking out into the snow’s

Huge act of effacement, its lethargy, he knows:

Things are illiquid, freezing up. The light on the greyscale Park is

Only absorbed. He tells his broker to short the fucking market.

In Chennai, meanwhile, a man is waiting for your analysis,

Eating his breakfast of microwaved dal and mini-idlis,

Checking the cricket scores on his computer, reading Thoreau,

Wondering what New York looks like at night, in snow.

He is applying to Columbia, NYU Sloan, and Stanford GSB.

He thinks of going abroad as an attempt to live deliberately,

Imagining the well-stacked fires in iron-fenced Victorians,

The senior partner’s grace under pressure, his Emersonian

Turn of phrase, the summers spent sailing, the long reaches

Of sand loosely threaded with grass on Cape Cod beaches.




* * *



Evening comes without eating anything except a whoopee-pie

You find leftover in the kitchen from someone’s birthday surprise.

The malted cream of the filling is so rich it clumps like shit.

You lick it off your fingernails and Google the bakery’s website.

On Yelp someone has written, ‘This case of cakes smells so good

If I ever have to go on a respirator (*knock on wood*)

I hope they use this cake case as my respirator.’ Smiling at the screen,

A flicker of dry tongue now, a dopamine prickle, as the Ritalin kicks in.

It has something about it of the narrow room silk-lined

With Flemish tapestries you once dreamt about being locked in.

Your psychiatrist said it would help your productivity,

But it feels like drawn-out sex on coke, like something dirty.

The bakery is in Astoria, on Broadway and 28th.

On Streetview you look at strangers’ faces, at the averted gaze

Of men in sportswear smoking in front of F*MOUS BRANDS,

At takeout bikes, nail salons, Turkish ice-cream stands,

And a grocery store with an unlit sign, ‘Hot Coffee’,

The slow passing of a cortège in shitty March sleet, the poverty.

Last week the New York Magazine said Queens was getting hip:

At Club 19, ‘Manhattan transplants chill and sip

Cold hoppy Krusovice, whisky sours, and Staropramen.’

On Fridays, a pop-up serves Tonkotsu miso ramen.

You wonder what it means to define Astoria’s epicenter,

Or press panini with ‘finesse’, what the median 2-bed rent is.

Once a year you go in a cab to the Bohemian Beer Garden

And eat pink, flayed kielbasa, penile and artery-hardening,

While elderly men dance to a band like waxed Pinocchios

Slightly stiffly, in lace sleeves and carefully sewn-up leather hose.

Your friends wear flannel and McDonalds name badges,

They talk about Ben Bernanke and Isabel Marant wedges.

You are slightly disappointed in Obama’s domestic policy,

You think the great American novelist is David Foster Wallace.

The epigraph to The Pale King is from Frank Bidart,

It is about pre-existing forms and formal questions in art.

CTRL+N is jammed in the spreadsheet of your mind,

Nothing seems real or right, so you just press send.

Then a smear of olive lipstick, and you walk out into the night,

Into the breeze, the smell of roasting, the rich quarters of delight,

And as you are dancing in a suit skirt to the Killers’ ‘Mr Brightside’,

Feeling its anthem soar and rise, he makes the powerpoint slides,

You will present them in the morning to the client, while he

Sleeps in a fruit and urine breeze beneath a linen sheet.




* * *



Forms leaned together in the taxis as they waited, and voices sang, and there was laughter from unheard jokes, and lighted cigarettes outlined unintelligible 70 gestures inside.

Now you are meeting them for pisco sours at the Peruvian dive bar,

Now plans have changed, it is April, and the first hot day of the year

Has exploded from nowhere. Skin is as profuse and white as funeral flowers.

You are heading downtown, and the cabs are angrier than ever, wasps

Darting between thin panes of glass, and the shape of the traffic

Bulges and breaks in waves while the slam and the slam-hold of horns

Sings a scale of human frustration, of the boredom of boxes, as the radio

Dribbles on and off with its crazy in love, uh oh and you check facebook:

Kate is photographing durians in Shanghai, Zena was born this morning

Jaundiced in a crocheted cap, two mutual friends check into Shoreditch House,

Tom is ‘So unfair!’ but other people like it (they may be having an affair),

Claire is drying homemade pasta, Elina is wishing she could play guitar

Arlo is flying LHR-SFO, upgraded out of H to J, and your mother asks

To be your friend again, but the request just hangs in the sidebar.

The wind is blowing road dirt through the window. It catches in your lens.

You are still reading as you move the plastic on the cornea, blinking.

It is still there as you type a happy birthday, pulling your tights down,

And ‘The splinter in your eye…’ thinking, for some reason, about Paris

And the street market on the Rue Mouffetard, wanting to be in Europe,

Remembering your breasts at seventeen and the smell of frying fish

In a cheap hotel, lying while he showered with your legs apart.

Now he is ‘happy Friday!’ in Los Feliz drinking gin and you ‘like’ it.

Three people comment on your update, ‘Adorno!’ as you work the lycra

Down your thighs, over damp shoe-stained feet, and the driver keeps

Staring at you in the mirror, doleful, long-nosed, surgically examining

Your crotch, a poet of the quick cab change, watching even as you cross

Fifth and the long perspectives open out, into white light, into the infinite.

Here is infinity obscured by a bus, an advert for night classes.

There was infinity and the cab window was gravel-picked.

Here is infinity again but the driver is outstaring you, unsmilingly

Bent on your feet, the curve of your thighs, still slamming and slam-

Holding the horn as the cab veers East and you see Rosy on the street

Smoking with an older man, the man she is trying to seduce, frail

Despite the biker boots, loosely touching his arm, taking his wrist, waving.

Now you step out of the cab bare-legged into the salty evening,

And a boy model calls out ‘ciao bella,’ and W H Auden’s house

Is still La Palapa, and you tip him heavily because it is almost summer.

The thing about being very young, as you are, is the permeability

Of one person to another, so when the guys buying Sangria say

Come to Williamsburg you say yes, eat the last orange slice

Skin and all, and do the sideways dive on their laps so the cab will take five.

Rosy strokes your hair absent-mindedly, ignoring the bankers.

Her fingers smell of Camel Lights and bath oil, and she is laughing.

‘You know his wife left him for a woman.’ Her knees are bony.

‘We even smoke the same cigarettes.’ What do they talk about?

Derrida’s late work on gifts, the modalities of power. Last week

‘I bent down and I asked him,’ she is leaning forwards, whispering

With wine breath in your ear, ‘I said I want you to do these things,’

Occluded, a list – the things he might do – you think about her spidery

Cut-out dress, backless, ‘but he walked off.’ Maybe his hearing is failing.

Maybe he just isn’t into her. ‘It’s not like I want to marry him or anything.’

No one is sure what to say hours later, whipped by the return of winter

Wind on a rooftop in Brooklyn, as she tells the story again, lavishly

Drunk, buoyant, ‘Rosy is a beautiful girl and she wants you inside her,’

No one is sure what to say, but it gives one of the bankers a terrific in,

And she is gone, lacing his fingers, leaving her yellow duffel coat.

She is gone so you photograph the view and upload it to Twitter.

She is gone, leaving you alone on a rooftop speaking to a German sculptor,

‘Ich arbeite viel lieber mit Holz,’ I prefer to work with wood.

Sometimes the smaller figures are cast in yellow bronze,

Each time she says the word aesthetic you suppress laughter,

And then you see him, the man you are hiding from, coming up the stairs,

Alone, in all his specificity: the darting glance fastened elsewhere.

The conceptual installation is in a disused church in Mitte

Not so far from the Hackesche Höfe, ‘if you know it?’

He has seen you now and he is here and, as he says your name,

You nod very keenly at her, ‘the figures are made from locust wood,

With olive wood I was less satisfied,’ they are painted in mineral colors,

Jade, ‘Lapis lazuli, is it?’ You ask about the sanding tools she uses.

And then to avoid him looking at you, you say all the words for wood

And minerals you know: beryl, emerald, aquamarine, garnet,

Cypress and chestnut, ficus wood, spreading planes, Kastanie...

When he says ‘you’ve lost weight, you look great’ which is true

(He dumped you) you think of elderberry and magnolia, quietly pulling

At the silver starred skirt, pulling it over the ripple of your thighs.

But when he says one more, for old time’s sake, you say why not

And sit rigidly in a cab, crossing the Brooklyn Bridge beside him.




* * *



You take your clothes off when he puts his hands over your nipples.

No murmured approbation. His fingers run over the fat, the pubic

Bone’s supple covering, the white flesh below your hips,

Pressing and stroking it like someone testing the grass for a picnic.

Outside the subway train rolls and exhales and the hot water

Comes on as the pipes cough and the air is thick as a basement sauna.

The window cries with droplets, and the long line of Fifth

Is lost behind the IKEA curtains and yet, despite all this,

Despite the sweat, the egg-white liquid stretched between your legs

The irregular strawberry pattern on his hairless back and pecs,

There is something reserved about it, something classical and staid

Like a Noh play where a blind man beats a cripple, or like a ballet

Still in rehearsal, the movements unsounded, as the bedstead

Taps percussively and wet skin plucks against skin, as the head

Of his cock moves shallowly inside you. The bad banana taste

Of Durex in your mouth is ticklish as he turns you round faster

Through the positions, and expertly, so you end up head down

Looking at the duvet’s bobbled cotton, fucked deeper as he eases

A finger in you, beckoning his nail inside the hole, around

The twitched resistance. It tightens like a toothache. He teases

Round and round, fast and slow, until he slams you hard

Into the bed frame and you knock your collarbone. A deep retarded

Wave of pain. Then the surrender as you start to come and squeeze

Against him, while he pulls you backwards, lightly as Thai yoga, easily.

Afterwards you lie in marshy sheets, hearing the subway trains

Increasing their frequency, the pipes’ morning aubade, the cries

Of women upstairs waking children, looking at water stains

Running across the plaster and the newly painted ceiling rose’s

Sad modesty, its oak leaves, touching the moisture on your thighs.

And instead of saying ‘I should go,’ you mouth oak and elm, pine

And juniper. Poplar, tasting your mascara drips. Out loud you say

‘I love you,’ waiting the requisite three beats, wiping away


A clump of old black Maybelline, watching the retraction

Of his toes beneath the sheets, their waisted shape, an action

Familiar as the two black hairs on each. An hour later,

Walking home on Fifth, you are still thinking of them, sated

By self-abjection, stuffing down some cold pineapple cubes

Bought at a metal hot-dog cart. Your lips feel tight and bruised

By his cock, the enzymes in the juice. You are looking for a lighter,

Holding your shoes and a fist of dollar bills as it brightens

Quickly into pink flamingo dawn. Winter nights seeped

Gently from the sky, like red wine stains in watery bleach.

Now it is April and another summer. As you go past the subway

An older, also shoeless guy leaps out and shouts, ‘Girl, hey.’

He starts to twirl a topless bowler and it dips like an early swallow.

He raps, ‘I love you, girl,’ getting low, and the sky over the Park

Whitens in a punched-out square, as one unlit cab follows

Another down Fifth and, through tears, you are laughing.








 Adam Mars-Jones
At the Movies for Money

 The Independent newspaper, launched on 7 October 1986 and bearing little resemblance to the paper which changed hands for a pound in 2010, was a strange institution, both radical and conservative, hi- and low-tech, but wholly benign, virtually avuncular, in its dealings with me. The paper indulged my quirks for over a decade and allowed me to get and then service a mortgage, something that would hardly have been possible for an unproductive writer of fiction who has only made money for his publishers on special occasions (and then in small amounts).


I had published fiction before I wrote my first review (for the TLS) and had no journalistic training or ambitions. During three months spent in Perugia between school and university I had acquired the habit of regular film-going. One cinema in the town showed a different film every day, mainly subtitled Hollywood films from a time of golden ferment in the industry. You just had to identify which film it was. Sometimes (Easy Rider) this wasn’t a problem. Mainly it was just a matter of elementary Italian vocabulary: Il gruppo selvaggio, Non si uccidono così i cavalli?  Occasionally a bit more work was required, to decrypt Fragole e Sangue (Blood and Strawberries) back into The Strawberry Statement, Un Uomo sul Marciapiede (A Man on the Pavement, or more likely Sidewalk) into Midnight Cowboy. In Perugia there were people who, surprisingly to me at first, went to the movies so as to argue into the night about, say, Peckinpah’s grievous politics.


In Cambridge cinema-going could also be a thrifty treat, thanks to the Arts Cinema, which programmed seasons of classics as well as a fastidious selection of current releases. I remember going to see Polanski’s Repulsion at the late-night showing. The cold hysteria of that film made quite an impact.


I read writing about film only casually. My father subscribed to New Society, and I remember a piece expounding Jaws in terms of the fear of vagina dentata, not the sort of theory that is easily forgotten. I read Sight and Sound occasionally, and was very struck by an essay on imagery of cleansing and atonement in Marathon Man (which starts on Yom Kippur, has an important scene by a fountain and ends in a water-purification plant), a brilliant piece of interpretation which made the film seem richer, undoubtedly, but somehow no better.


The crucial difference between cinema and theatre has always been repeatability – that a film can be screened again indefinitely, while a play disappears from immediate experience at the end of the run. In practice the difference, in those days, was not so great. When a friend and I saw Claude Miller’s La Meilleure Façon de Marcher at the Arts in Cambridge, we disagreed about the ending and what it meant. Our dispute centred on a single shot, of a drawer containing a red dress being pulled open, and who it was that was doing the opening. The only way to resolve it was to go back to the Arts and stump up 40p to see the film again. I don’t recall who was right, which presumably means (given the working practices of the editing suite we call the memory) that I wasn’t.


In 1978 I went to America, in theory to study the Faulkner holdings in Alderman Library at the University of Virginia in pursuance of a PhD. I never crossed the threshold of the Rare Books Room, but life in Charlottesville seemed to suit me and I stayed on for a couple of years. I could Xerox The Times crossword from the copies arriving at that splendid library, and the Vinegar Hill movie theatre was solidly programmed. Callard & Bowsers butterscotch was available in the foyer, an imported luxury so precious that it was sold by the individual tablet, like cigarettes in impoverished areas. In the same way that film-goers used to categorise weepies by the number of hankies needed to staunch the flow of tears, my friends would measure out a film in units of butterscotch. Les Enfants du Paradis was a three-tablet film.


I worked a couple of days a week in a second-hand bookshop which stocked some current magazines, and so was able to read Pauline Kael’s New Yorker pieces. I would rather have seen the film first and read her article later, but the wait was often long for a showing within reach and I didn’t usually have the patience. Her review of The Deer Hunter was almost as extravagantly proportioned as the film it anatomised. The colossal wordage she was allowed meant that she could explore her reactions without the cramping effect, on a subtle verdict, of enforced concision. She greatly admired the film (its ambition, construction and particularly its editing) but she made no bones about the weakness of the Meryl Streep part, the shortfall in the female hemisphere of a film trying hard to encompass everything. This was the boys’ movie in excelsis, but a boys’ movie still.


My other favourite film critic took an almost opposite approach to banty, contentious Miss Kael. The existence of Christopher Street magazine was a shock in itself to a British gay readership: a non-pornographic glossy magazine, complete with urbane cartoons and upmarket advertising, that was guaranteed to make our humble, high-minded Gay News look shoddy. And now Christopher Street was employing Quentin Crisp as its film reviewer! A man who clearly disliked his own minority, memorably saying that those homosexuals who wanted him to be less flamboyant were like consumptives urging one of their number to refrain from coughing, because it was spoiling the fun of TB for everybody else. It seemed a baffling appointment. Please bear in mind that this was a time when the belief that Americans didn’t understand irony was as close to a religion as some of us got.


Once the surprise had worn off, though, the fit between contributor and magazine was perversely perfect. Crisp always called film stars, and everyone else, by title (Mr Mrs or Miss) and first name – ‘Miss Madonna’, even – with something that wasn’t quite old-fashioned good manners nor quite camp but something in between. He must have been the only critic since about 1900 to put into practice the old principle that if you don’t have anything nice to say, you should say nothing at all. Sometimes in the sacred cause of politeness he was reduced to complimenting the decor or the cleanliness of the cinema lavatories. His secret weapon was the longevity of his movie-worship. He remembered the time when cinema was a female cult, almost a matriarchy, while men were catered to only by a few specialised genres.


While I was in America I sometimes had the opportunity to see a film under ideal conditions, namely without having read anything about it. I was in San Francisco the week that Alien opened. I knew nothing about it, but was curious on the basis of Ridley Scott’s first film The Duellists, which I had seen at the Arts in Cambridge. At the showing I attended, there was a couple sitting behind me, clearly on a date. She was saying to him, ‘I love scary movies’. But after John Hurt’s little on-screen tummy upset, I could hear her hissing, ‘I know what I said. I don’t care what I said, we leave now’.


Cinema was from its beginnings a communal experience, though that potential excitement has steadily leaked away. People used to ‘go to the pictures’, ritually, regularly, without necessarily knowing or greatly caring what was on. The closest I have come to film-going on this model was in Charlottesville in, I suppose, 1980. The cinema in the downtown mall cut its ticket prices from $2.99 to 99 cents. When the manager was asked by the local paper how he could possibly afford to do that, he replied that they should be asking how he had ever thought he could afford to charge the old price. Certainly the movie house had been thinly attended, and now it was full, at least at weekends. For less than a dollar, audiences would take their chances. The film would have to be pretty bad to make them feel cheated.


One particular film was good, in fact extraordinary, but not right for the venue and the occasion. The bulk of the audience strongly resented the scrupulously slow pacing, the deployment of anti-climax, the bleak smooth mood of the thing. There were well-managed climaxes, but they obstinately refused to join up and acquire momentum. What we were watching seemed more like an austere meditation on the horror movie than an actual example of the genre. Of course it did – it was The Shining. But for most of the punters in the cheap seats on the downtown mall (and all the seats were cheap) the film seemed to be one long failure to scale the heights of Friday the 13th. These viewers might not have been able to place The Shining in Kubrick’s filmography, but they were pretty authoritative about its appeal to Saturday-night gorehounds. There was scornful backchat, and a popcorn tub was thrown at the screen – an empty one, but still...


After the publication of my first book Lantern Lecture I was fractionally in demand as a reviewer of fiction, first of all for The Times Literary Supplement. I was still living with my parents, and when they asked if I was making a living I said that reviewing for the TLS was an honour rather than a job, and no fee was expected. The truth was that I didn’t know. No money was flowing in my direction, after several months, and the most likely explanation seemed to be the one I gave. I wasn’t to know, and nobody was going to spoil my fun by telling me, that when Rupert Murdoch took over Times Newspapers and started examining his purchase, he found anomalies in the accounts department. While these were being investigated, and those accused were on suspension, that department was running at half strength. TLS monies were not high on the list of priorities. Eventually tiny cheques started to reach me. It was almost a disappointment. I wasn’t operating in a world above money after all, just one where it dripped rather than gushed. I was too well-brought-up to think of biffing the tap with a wrench, either then or later.


Then The Financial Times asked if I would review for them on a regular basis. This had to be a step up – they had ‘financial’ right up there in the title, so I was obviously onto a good thing. I didn’t like to mention money. They’d look after me. And they did. I reviewed a pile of books (sometimes as many as seven) in a fiction round-up every three weeks and they paid me £55.


Radio work plays a part in a lot of writers’ lives, since it is by and large conversational rather than gladiatorial and it demands the minimum of preparation in terms of wardrobe and makeup. It’s not exactly a license to print money, though, or else a license to print it very slowly, as in some stultifying performance art piece. When Alison Lurie had the heroine of her novel Foreign Affairs keep afloat financially in London with freelance radio work, there was wild laughter in the British reviews written by people who knew better, and everybody did.


Then Paul Barker at New Society asked me to review films, and from there I moved on to the New Statesman. The TLS, NS, the Staggers: a standard enough career ladder for a freelance reviewer, giving access not to a penthouse but something more like a tree house, if not the upper accom- modation of a split-level hamster cage.


Then I was offered a foothold on a wholly different style of rung – belonging to the sort of ladder which descends from a helicopter, in high winds and lashing rain, as it rescues the survivors in the last reel of an action film. The first quality newspaper to be launched in this country for two centuries was looking for reviewers.


The entire newspaper was a novelty, but there was also going to be a novel approach to reviewing. We wouldn’t be specifically a film critic, a theatre critic, a television critic. All of us would do everything – though it was acknowledged that assessing classical music and dance required the technical knowledge of a specialist. I wasn’t the only one to be offered the chance of being winched to safety by the Independent helicopter, the paint still hardly dry on its rotors. Others included Marina Warner, Stephen Games and Peter Kemp. We would be a Round Table of critical knights, who would ride out in search of the Holy Grail of excellence, as likely to be found in a hovel as a palace, at a Feydeau farce revival or a Prince concert.


It was this free-range aspect which attracted me. Why should critics be cooped up in a single speciality? I had been very vaguely considered for the job of film reviewer on The Sunday Times (in the last phase of Frank Giles’s editorship), but hadn’t been all that keen. Film reviewers see too many films – it’s a fact.


Book reviewers don’t reel from one book to another, and theatre reviewers rarely see more than one play a day. Art critics can take things at their own pace so as to refresh their overstimulated eyes, but press screenings take place in the daytime, one after another.


The mediums work differently in themselves. There’s no motor in a book to keep it moving on – or rather, your brain is the motor whose teeth engage with the sprocket-holes of narrative. No one has ever nodded off while reading The Thirty-Nine Steps and woken up with the chase concluded, the mystery solved. It’s true that theatre proceeds independently of the audience’s will, but there’s always the risk that La Redgrave or Le Sher will meet your eyes as you open them after a yawn and strike you dead with a basilisk bolt of contempt. Even the actors on stage pretending to be asleep (or comatose, or lifeless) are decently awake – dare you insult them by falling below their standard of vigilance?


Film is agreed to be the art form closest to dreaming, which unfortunately means that it’s also the closest to sleep. As this is the art form which most rapidly turns novelty into routine, watching films in succession is a numbing rather than intoxicating experience. What you notice very soon is not the difference between products but the much-of-a-muchness. Differentiation suffers, and the rave review shades into the perfunctory endorsement. Worse, the denunciation fizzing with outrage becomes a weary dismissal.


The Independent’s parliament-of-saints idea would keep us all fresh. The only disadvantage of the system was that every assignment would have to be fought over, but even this could be turned to advantage by the institution of a weekly lunch at which the distribution of labour could be settled. I could look forward to haggling with Marina Warner over whether she could review the new Le Carré as long as I had first dibs on the Pet Shop Boys concert, as if we were 1950s schoolboys doing swapsies with our stamp collections.


The departures from the norm started with the appointment of an arts editor, Tom Sutcliffe, who had never worked on a newspaper. This procedure is fully as orthodox as appointing the village policeman to be the parish priest, and if things had gone the traditional way then I would certainly not have got a sniff of a job. A newspaper man would have brought in old colleagues to build the staff, while Tom recruited from his radio contacts. He himself writes journalism under the name Thomas Sutcliffe, to disambiguate himself from a Tom Sutcliffe already filing (Wikipedia’s propagation of the splendid word ‘disambiguate’ is enough in itself to justify the existence of that site).


When Tom suggested a meeting, I proposed as the venue a place in High Holborn, near where I lived. I had never been through its doors, but knew it served claret, port and sandwiches. That choice is a mystery to me now. Its name was The Bung Hole. Did I really think it was a good idea to tease him with a place that sounded as if it would contain go-go boys in cages rather than a fusty financio-legal clientele?


The Independent was an odd mixture of risk-taking and playing safe, high-mindedness and business-as-usual. To start a new quality broadsheet was bold, but as the first editor, Andreas Whittam Smith, said more than once at the time, newspapers are an inherently very profitable business – how else could so many titles have survived so long with the dead weight of restrictive practices hung round their necks?


Rupert Murdoch had been confrontational with the unions at Wapping. The Independent didn’t need to be. As a new paper it wasn’t bound by the old dispensations and didn’t need to be anti-union, just discreetly, placidly non-union.


Traditionally the making of newspapers was a heavy industry, the yoking together of an office in which words were written and a factory where that opinionated ore was smelted into print. Even before the launch of the Independent, the twin aspects of newspaper making had started to separate. They were only elastically conjoined, and the writing desk and the smithy carried different messages of class. At Cambridge I had met Charles Moore, who said at the time that his dream job would be to be a village policeman, but (perhaps after being rejected?) went on to work for the Telegraph. I paid him a visit one lunchtime, and we were turned away from El Vino’s whose dress code I had failed to anticipate – gratifying result. Before I left he asked if I would like to see the presses. Yes I would. We moved towards a low throbbing noise, which then seemed to be behind us. It also seemed to be below us, so we went down some stairs, after which it seemed to be over our heads. We didn’t manage to find them that day, though I’m sure given enough time we could have tracked them down.


No such embarrassments would afflict the new paper. Visitors wouldn’t expect to see the presses unless they had the power to dive down an optical fibre in the same way that each day’s issue did, to Bedford or wherever our current printers were located. The Independent signed contracts with presses which might be far from London (as long as remoteness didn’t compromise the distribution of the product) and could shop around, at renewal time, to keep costs down. With the hiving-off of the heavy-industrial aspect of newspaper-making, the Independent could be run from suites of offices on City Road.


There were a few of the touted lunches (Peter Hall attended one of them) in a dining-room below ground level, with a canted view of Bunhill Fields, but the atmosphere of a salon didn’t really develop, and the distribution of assignments became bureaucratic rather than conversational.


I would call by the offices to drop off copy. Once I watched as articles, headlines and pictures were being jigsawed together on a computer, and the whole screen started flashing with the caption FITS! To lock down a page seemed an achievement of the same order as docking vehicles in space.


I was issued with a personal computer (I wish I had it now, to make today’s cyber-kiddies laugh) but I didn’t use it. It wouldn’t exactly have transformed my working practice anyway, since in those prehistoric days before connectivity text couldn’t be sent direct to some vast and secretly conspiring HAL 2000 on City Road. What I delivered or faxed would still have to be typed in, keystroke by keystroke.


On one visit to the offices I coincided with our editor. The arts department had asked if they could have some space on the front page for an item about the arms of the Venus de Milo being found in a field outside Paris. Andreas Whittam Smith was quietly delighted, gave permission very willingly, and asked if the other papers had got hold of the story, or if this was an exclusive.


Well, it was an exclusive in its own way. The assembled journalists had to break it to their top man that this was an April Fool. He wasn’t at all embarrassed, saying he could always be fooled by such things – he had been taken in by the story about the Harrods cellars extending under Hyde Park, and the hereditary job of rat-catcher required to keep the vermin down. Perhaps he should have been just a little embarrassed, since childlike trust isn’t the first quality we look for in a newspaper editor.


Not that Andreas was under normal circumstances a pushover. Early in the history of the paper I was contacted by his secretary. There was a threat to sue the paper for £200,000 because of something I had written. This is not the sort of phone call which calms the freelance heart-rate. Mr Whittam Smith may have received threats of legal action on a daily basis, but this was a first for me.


It’s true that I had enjoyed myself at the expense of a book of Edward de Bono’s called Six Thinking Hats, describing it as a painful example of a modern syndrome, the magazine article trapped in a book’s body, its basic idea bloated far beyond its proper dimensions with the various gases of repetition, self-regard and solemn generalisation.


The idea of the book was that before making a decision you should try on various styles of thinking (hats) so as to achieve a balanced outcome. So Red Hat Thinking, for instance, gives you permission to react purely in emotional terms, without needing to justify your instincts and prejudices. Otherwise there is a risk that unacknowledged emotion will have a distorting effect on the ultimate decision. Then of course you take off the red hat, so as to move on to the next stage of the process.


De Bono was (and is) best known as the coiner of the phrase ‘lateral thinking’. His letter to my editor stressed his origination of that formula, accepted by the Oxford English Dictionary. It’s a new way of describing an old thing, though, isn’t it? When Odysseus thought of getting his men to hang upside down from Polyphemus’s sheep, so as to avoid those searching blinded cannibalistic Cyclops fingers, that was lateral thinking, it just wasn’t ‘lateral thinking’. When Solomon came up with his idea of how to resolve a dispute between two women claiming ownership of a baby, that was something rather similar – wisdom with a touch of cunning. Add Barnes Wallis to the ancestral line, too, he of the Bouncing Bomb. It’s almost an image of problem-solving in itself, the projectile which reaches its target by a route that didn’t exist before. All of them, the Homeric wanderer (son of Laërtes and Anticlea), the king of Israel (son of David and Bathsheba) and the wartime boffin (son of the Wallises), were forebears of de Bono, even if they didn’t feel the need to try on six imaginary hats and made no mention of perceptrons or Boltzmann machines.


All these lateral thinkers were concentrating on a specific outcome – surviving Polyphemus, restoring a baby to its mother, flooding the valleys of the Ruhr – but they weren’t running creativity as a business. Edward de Bono was, and now he was taking steps to defend his livelihood.


This was his argument – that an uncharitable (and, to his way of thinking, untruthful) review in the new newspaper would threaten his livelihood. He calculated £200,000 as the amount my review would cost him, in fees for lectures and consultation work.


Reading through the sixteen paragraphs of de Bono’s letter of complaint, I had the eerie feeling that I really had learned something from Six Thinking Hats. It seemed so obvious that its author had put on the Red Hat. He had just forgotten to take it off. The letter was pure Red Hat from beginning to end.


Part of his grievance was that he didn’t believe my name was real, thinking it more likely to be a pseudonym adopted by someone who had never understood his work. It’s true that my name is distinctive, and a suspiciously neat anagram of the phrase ‘As modern as jam’. But the accusation would come more naturally from someone called John Smith than someone called Edward de Bono (itself an anagram of ‘Dodo, be warned’).


In the end I wrote to my editor pointing out the flaws in the logic: if a bad review of this book made me liable to the tune of two hundred grand, shouldn’t I be entitled to a payout of the same sum if I had sung its praises? As for my allegedly made-up name, I volunteered for an exchange of birth certificates on neutral ground if that would ease Mr de Bono’s mind.


His lawyers never got in touch. Perhaps Mr Whittam Smith with his greater experience of such things realised at once that there is all the difference in the world between the statements ‘You’ll be hearing from my lawyers’ and ‘Good afternoon, my firm has the honour of representing Mr Edward de Bono’. So everything worked out for the best, though for de Bono’s sense of how I fit into his scheme of things, the place to look is the introduction of his 1987 book Letters To Thinkers (red hat still firmly in place – that thing must have a chinstrap!). If I had given Six Thinking Hats a rave review, the huge boost to his income would have enabled him to retire quite soon, and then he would never have come up with his legendary ‘Middle Yeast’ peace plan. In 1999 de Bono was hired by the Foreign Office to lateralise their thinking about intractable diplomatic problems. There was a general session, and then teams could bid for a special dedicated session. The Middle East team got lucky.


De Bono’s analysis of the region’s problems cut through all the distractions of history, geography, religion and politics. He focused instead on something fundamental, something consistently ignored by more hidebound pundits. When did you last see a cottage loaf in Beirut?


Exactly. Now we’re getting somewhere. Bread in the Middle East is traditionally unleavened. Unleavened bread contains no yeast, yeast contains zinc, a shortage of zinc can cause irritability, ergo the distribution of Marmite would improve emotional balance in an area where there is a shortage of that also.


Applause. Was there time for questions? It would be nice to think that someone put up her hand to ask, ‘I feel sure there is a difference – though I can’t put my finger on its just now – between lateral thinking and talking off the top of your head while pulling large piles of money towards you (some of it paid by the taxpayer), croupier-style, with a garden rake. My colleagues in the Food Standards Agency seem to think that bread is not an important factor in the prevention of zinc deficiency, since this trace element is present in significant quantities in a wide range of foodstuffs, including meat, shellfish, milk and dairy products such as yoghurt and cheese, wheat-germ, lentils, nuts and seeds (pumpkin seeds being a particularly rich source). Should we be telling them to revise their recommendations?’


Oh dear. I seem to be getting quite hot under the collar. Pass those pumpkin seeds. Pass them now!


It’s hard to guess how much the Foreign Office paid for the advice that professional diplomacy should take lessons from amateur dietetics – but clearly a lot of people think Edward de Bono is worth his weight in Marmite. His visionary scheme wasn’t implemented, just the same, unless there was a hush-hush operation involving a mercy drop of Marmite-rich products (the ‘Bay of Twiglets’ débacle).


The parliament-of-saints format at the Independent didn’t last more than a few months. We were all learning as we went along. Now Tom broke it to me gently that the readers (damn them all! If it wasn’t for the readers, journalism would be a lot of fun) turned out to prefer a single critic per art-form, so that they could familiarise themselves with a consistent approach, factoring in foibles and prejudices so as to know what to see themselves. From now on I would be reviewing films.


It took me a while to realise that I had accidentally landed my dream job. As the job developed, I didn’t have to review all the films, like my opposite numbers on other papers, just a major release or two. I could write, in effect, the sort of extrapolating essay I had enjoyed reading so much in New Society and the Statesman, but to a tight deadline. I had a good allocation of space, not wordage as far as the eye could see like Pauline Kael’s but a large paddock or small prairie. The ‘round-up’ of lesser releases would be done by doughty buckaroo Sheila Johnston (and later by Ryan Gilbey), which meant that I wouldn’t have to see too many films. I could stay fresh as a daisy, keen as mustard, mean as a dead dog.


Film previews were usually screened in basements in Soho, some smart and some seedy. There was one (the Bijou?) which seemed to have been decorated to suit the tastes of Barbarella’s dowdy older sister. The seats weren’t fixed in rows but were free-standing, large oval chairs of orangey yellow that held you almost horizontal. The mood induced by such furniture was an odd balance of torpor and panic, particularly when foreign-language films were shown. Subtitles could only be seen reliably from the front row, and the jockeying for a workable angle could be quietly savage.


The atmosphere was more or less the opposite of what prevailed on Charlottesville’s downtown mall. It was considered beneath us to laugh at a comedy or to flinch during a horror film. At the preview screening of the original Nightmare on Elm Street everyone was talking about Cannes and the new Woody Allen when the lights went down, and when the lights came up again they started talking about Cannes and the new Woody Allen again. It’s just that their shirts were wet in a wide area below the armpit.


I had already become familiar with the presences and personas of some of my seniors in this new trade. There was Alexander Walker of the Evening Standard, whose place was always in the front row, dapper and prickly, a willed precision of diction overlaying any hint of Northern Irish origins. As he sat down on a Monday morning he would dependably give an acidulated little sigh through his teeth. He was expressing weary distaste even in advance of the films which would justify it. That sigh said, “And how will my intelligence be insulted this week?” I felt he had already seen too many films, whether he knew it or not, although he went on raising his face stoically to the screen every week.


Alex was a fanatical anti-smoker. Those who had phoned him at home (an act of insane daring, or so it seemed to me) reported that his answerphone message ended with the formula ‘Thank you for not smoking’. It does seem extraordinary that smoking was permitted at preview screenings in those days, though tobacco addicts tended to sit meekly at the back.


Punctuality was very much part of Alex’s code, and he didn’t take kindly to films starting late or (worse) being preceded by a trailer for another release. Over the years one or two publicity persons got themselves singed in the course of duty, by a crisp and beautifully enunciated tirade. One day, though, Alex was almost late, and found to his quiet shock that a smoker was installed in his seat, a seat which seemed as integral to his working life as the Stone of Scone is to the coronation of a British monarch.


The intruder possessed, as well as a thin crimped tube of cigarette paper with a few strands of Golden Virginia loosely plaited inside it, a beard and a ponytail, yet Alex remained polite. He delivered no reproach as such, but a series of related statements which should by rights, properly assembled in the trespasser’s mind, have resulted in his moving on, a sort of flat-pack eviction order.


That is normally my seat. I have a strong objection to tobacco smoke. Smokers normally sit at the back. If they wish to see the screen through a foul fog that is their business, but I don’t see why the bad habits of others should nauseate me while I work.


The trespasser gave a surprisingly sweet smile and said, ‘I should tell you now that nothing you can say will make me change my behaviour’. Perhaps he was thinking that this was all a fuss over nothing, since there was such a tiny quantity of tobacco in his roll-up, and when that was combusted he was hardly going to roll another while watching a film. But between Alex and the tobacco plant there could be no truce. He took a seat further from the screen with the exemplary dignity and stiffness of someone who has been cashiered in full view of his troops.


What we watched that morning wasn’t RoboCop 2, though my memories of that film are part of the same strand. It’s a very ordinary sequel, with none of the vibrant misanthropy of the original, but one moment made a particular impact on the screening room. A plot complication involving corrupt officials results in the cyborg lawman being reprogrammed to pursue minor offences rather than chase the real bad guys in City Hall. So we see Peter Weller firing hundreds of shots out of a hi-tech machine-gun towards a civilian standing innocently on the pavement. The wall behind him becomes pitted with impact craters, forming a sort of artillery silhouette.


The traumatised pedestrian, not at all sure if he’s alive or dead, lets the cigarette drop from between gibbering lips. In his voice of metal RoboCop intones, ‘Thank You For Not Smoking’. A moment of marginal drollery became a fiesta of suppressed hysteria in the screening room, thanks to the presence among us of someone who would really struggle to concede that armed response was disproportionate. In Alex’s mind it was the Zippo lighter which had fired the first shot.


Another colleague was genuinely a veteran – Dilys Powell, then in her mid-eighties. Her memories of film-going went back as far as Quentin Crisp’s, and she had the knack of conveying her opinion perfectly clearly without ever abandoning a neutral tone (something I keep on meaning to try). By this time she was reviewing for Punch, and perhaps she had almost reached the point of having seen enough films for one lifetime. She dozed off fairly often, her chin slowly rising, and if I was sitting near her I would be careful to resist the siren call of such calm and regular breathing.


Yet she didn’t abdicate critical functioning just because she was asleep. She only dropped off during films that weren’t worth watching. There was always a pilot light left burning in her brain, a pineal eye alert and lidless while the lower two closed. It didn’t take much to make that little chin snap down and to rekindle the full beam of attention. I saw it happen during a film called Black Moon Rising, in which Tommy Lee Jones and a director called Harvey Cokliss – his name his greatest accomplishment – puddled their talents (if that’s the opposite of pooling them) to tell the story of a car which could reach a speed of 350 miles an hour. All it took was a few seconds of inventive editing in a humdrum chase sequence and Dilys was suddenly fully present and wide-eyed, admitting every image down the educated rainbow tunnels of her optic nerves...


I was surprised one afternoon to see Dilys leaving the cinema in mid-showing. This was at the ICA, and we were being shown a South African film called Shot Down.


Dilys’s walking wasn’t always steady, and night vision doesn’t improve with age. She made her way past me and approached the exit door which would release her into the Mall. Like all such doors it had a very decisive action, so as to prevent unauthorised entry. She fluttered in front of it, like a bee at a window, but could make no progress in pressing down the horizontal bar, equipped with a strong resisting spring, which would trigger the mechanism.


I made my way over to her and added my strength to hers. The effect was dramatic. The door was flung open and Dilys was expelled from the cinema into the Mall, in more or less the way that people in science-fiction films are sucked through airlocks into the infinite void.


I returned to my seat and tried to take in the implications of what I had just seen. If Dilys Powell felt she didn’t need to see the rest of Shot Down, perhaps I should consider playing truant myself. If someone of her integrity could break the reviewer’s oath to see every frame of every film, when why was I clinging so stubbornly to that samurai code? Who was I trying to impress? I had already made up my mind about the poverty of the film’s achievement, after all.


Then I became aware of movement behind me. It was Dilys, making her way back to her seat after entering the premises all over again. She hadn’t been trying to leave at all, when I had activated the sly catapult of the ICA’s exit door. She was trying to find the Ladies’. After that I sat meekly till the end of Shot Down, ashamed of my moment of temptation. If she could serve her full sentence without complaint, so could I.


A colleague who would never have thought of going absent without leave was Philip French, whom I knew from his work as producer of Critics’ Forum, a long-running radio discussion programme with its own suppressed element of sumo wrestling. Philip reviewed for the Observer (and still does). There was no likelihood that he would ever see too many films, or even enough of them. There’s always room in his head for a thousand more. He is voracious without being undemanding, and his memory for what he has seen is extraordinary. Hesitance of speech overlays a great sureness of knowledge, shared with a faint air of startlement. He’s almost embarrassed on your behalf that you should be so lacking in basic information, playing without a full deck (fifty-two million cards).


In those days it was hard to do basic research in a hurry. The press kit handed out before the screening played a vital role in filling the gaps in a filmography. I had a few reference books, but often went out on a limb, reassured that there were very few people in my readership with better access to background material. Still, if there wasn’t Google there was Philip’s brain, a search engine ahead of its time, cooled by the breeze in summer, kept at ideal functioning temperature in winter by nothing more than a scarf or hat. It didn’t seem too unprofessional casually to ask Philip at screenings for confirmation of my faulty rememberings. I would rather have fallen on my sword than have called him at home to put my fallibility formally on record.


Philip had an unusually strict interpretation of the film critic’s oath of service, and would stay in his seat until the very last of the credits had processed slowly by. I admit I was more cavalier, and would often join the surge towards the exits the moment I saw the words THE END, or heard valedictory music. The few times I have stayed to watch the credits it has been when I have been too pole-axed by a film, for good or bad (usually for bad), to trust myself to stay upright if I tried to walk before fully recovering. Which is how I know that the Best Dolly Grip Boy Clapper Loader Wrangler (or something, I’ll have to ask Philip) on JFK was called Ulysses Fred.


Most weeks I could write 1200 words, though for an important release such as Schindler’s List it could go as high as 1600. That particular film presented me with real difficulties. If there was such a thing as a DSM for reviewing, then I might have qualified for it then. The preview screening was on a Monday morning – the morning of Valentine’s Day, as it happened, though it’s hardly a movie for a romantic date. I set off to Soho in good health and spirits. There was snow on the ground in Upper Street, and I remember helping someone up who had slipped on a zebra crossing. Then suddenly I felt very sick. I was able to take refuge in a friend’s flat without public disgrace, but there was no possibility of seeing the film that day. I phoned the office, hoping that someone could deputise for me, but no luck. The best anyone could suggest was that I should catch a trade screening late on Tuesday morning. This was hardly ideal, since my deadline was ten o’clock the next morning, but there was no alternative.


I was still feeling very queasy when I sat down to watch the film next day, and by then I hadn’t eaten anything for more than a day. Over the next couple of hours, I fought a battle to keep my response to the film separate from the way my body was feeling. If I was in a genre movie myself, I would be the geologist attending a music festival on a tectonic fault, unable to stand due to an attack of viral labyrinthitis, who must work out which reading on the seismograph application on his iPhone is earthquake and which is heavy-metal band (this concept © 2011 by YouThoughtIWasJoking Enterprises).


As the film went on, I was increasingly bathed in bodily well-being, and this – though I don’t want to spoil the film for you – is not the standard audience reaction to Schindler’s List. I was sitting down, to be sure, but there was a new spring in my step. By the time women were being herded into showers by armed guards my body was saying, ‘Soup! Why not soup? We could have soup!’


When my copy was written (by hand, since I had long ago returned my little computer to the office) I would file the old-fashioned way, the His Girl Friday way, dictating over the phone to a copy-taker, verbalising punctuation (‘initial cap’, ‘plural poz’) like an old pro.


I remember seeing Ingmar Bergman’s production of Hamlet at the National Theatre for the paper (in Swedish, without surtitles, and lasting over four hours) – in which Ophelia for some reason kept appearing on stage even after her death. Naturally I dictated all the tricky Swedish names. When I came to Polonius, the copy-taker asked crisply, ‘Is that Polonius spelled the usual way?’. When I said yes, he asked, rather plaintively, ‘What is the usual way?’


I would sit in a café to write my copy. In the absence of any word- counting technology, I learned to keep my writing small so as to get roughly 1200 words on a side of A4. Then I only needed to count up manually once, make length adjustments as necessary, and phone it in.


I enjoyed the prestige of working for a new newspaper, one with a claim to be breaking a few moulds. Everyone noticed the excellence of the photographs and the quality of their reproduction. Our competitors soon took steps to close the gap.


There was another small breakthrough, and that was in an unexpected area. Soon after the paper was launched, I had a phone call asking if I’d like to write some obituaries. I didn’t dismiss the idea out of hand. Doesn’t everyone have three or four hundred public figures they would it find it satisfying to sum up from the graveside? But when I asked if this was paid work I was told it wasn’t – this would be part of my loyal contribution to the paper. (Presumably obituaries are paid for when they are printed, in what amounts to a rather leisurely sale-or-return basis.) Somehow I didn’t get around to it, and I’m sure I wasn’t the only one.


The Independent had a real weak spot, and this was it, the lack of an obituary archive. Established newspapers had dug out over the decades an in-house well of tears, real or crocodile, glutinous or slyly acidulated, into which to dip their little buckets when a prominent person died. We had nothing along those lines.


Enmity in obituaries of course can come from many sources. It can be the result of profound differences of outlook, philosophical or political. It can be almost glandular, an aversion registered below the skin, a hostile growl at the cellular level. Or it can come about because a celebrity attending a social function got someone’s name wrong or took the last olive from the canapé dish. In the case of an unsigned obituary appearing in a national newspaper, how can you know?


So it was probably quite a good cultural moment for the Independent to stumble on a different way of doing things. Our obituaries were often put together by friends of the dead person, and any claim of impersonal authority would have been silly. They were partial, both in the sense of being incomplete and of taking a side. It made sense for them to be signed. So it might happen that a gay woman’s life would be commemorated by someone who was neither heterosexual nor a man (the first I remember being the writer Sarah Baylis), and yet the tides were unaffected and water went on boiling at the usual temperature. Obituaries could be taken off the gold standard of supposedly universal values without the journalistic economy collapsing.


The Guardian as well as the Independent now prints signed obituaries. If there is a relatively neutral and unsigned assessment of a public fig- ure’s career, in terms of appointments and achievements, there may also be a more personal account. Sometimes there will be two signed pieces addressing different aspects of a life.


The accidental arrival of the personal, or non-impersonal, obituary was one of those breakthroughs that make oddly little impact. It’s as if the development was overdue, somehow historically delayed, and so the previous dispensation seems to recede remarkably quickly into the past. Other examples would be the smoking ban (fought for in their different ways by Alexander Walker and RoboCop) and the creation of civil partnerships. Was there really a time when people’s clothes smelled of tobacco and not of their bodies? Was there really a time when a same-sex household had no access to legal rights? Was there really a time when someone with a grudge could give a dead body a public kicking without having to show his face?


The Independent’s film-reviewing format (a lead piece and a round-up), also established by accident, perhaps had some influence of its own, though on other papers the same poor overworked critic sometimes had to write both pieces. These days the number of releases each week is so much greater (perhaps ten on average) that such a format becomes awkward, and a simpler solution is to give each film separate consideration, sometimes with two critics dividing the workload more or less evenly.


There was another innovation made by the Independent in those early days, not accidental at all but a matter of principle. The paper would not carry coverage of such trivial matters as royal love affairs (unless they had had constitutional implications) or celebrity gossip in general.


It didn’t catch on.


Gradually it faded, my delusion that the paper was some sort of benign hoax cooked up for my benefit. Even so, there was an absence of feedback that sometimes made me wonder, though it was certainly restful. I doubt if I got more than a hundred letters in the eleven years I wrote for the paper. Such a small sample is hard to analyse meaningfully. Getting two responses to a single review should be significant – but not if they cancelled each other out, like the two I got after reviewing Raising Arizona. One correspondent said that I was wrong to think a scene of by-play with baby quintuplets went on too long, because five babies would be two-and-a-half times as funny as her own twins, the other that she was horrified (as a mother of twins) that I would write approvingly about a film in which, clearly, babies were abused.


The two letters I got on the subject of Awakenings were in agreement – the reason I had hated the film, apparently, was because I couldn’t deal with the amount of emotion in it. My own idea was very similar – that they had been taken aback because they couldn’t deal with the amount of emotion in my review.


Most of the films I saw as a critic were American, and I could safely speak my mind without worrying about running into the director or actors. The very day, though, of my rather unsparing review of Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (Hanif Kureishi and Stephen Frears’ follow-up to My Beautiful Laundrette), I was sitting at the bar in a crowded café in St Martin’s Lane when cast members started to drift in. The only spare seat was next to me, and a whole party seemed to be assembling round it. Frances Barber – kisses all round – Roland Gift. Of course no one made eye contact with me, but I became convinced that they were only waiting for the writer and the director to turn up, and then the lynching would begin (though the scene is really more Greenaway than Frears). Very slowly I eased myself off the stool and moved politely through the little crowd, moving with an exaggerated slow smoothness, thinking of the traumatised group at the end of The Birds who make their way gingerly across a porch covered with not-quite-dormant birds, which they know only too well could turn and rend at any moment.


Twice I have had a written response from a director, and that did seem mildly remarkable, since in both cases my review had been warm but not gushing. Tony Palmer wrote to say that the difficulties of making Testimony (his film about Shostakovich starring Ben Kingsley) had been so great that he was relieved there was enough of what he had intended up on the screen to be discussed at all intelligently. Patricia Rozema, whose film of Mansfield Park attempted to find a more central place for things which Jane Austen kept in the margins of her book (colonialism, slavery), sent a postcard from Canada, barely the size of a book of stamps, saying simply ‘I don’t know who you are, but I think I like you’.


Sometimes letters weren’t sent to me direct, and were intended for publication. This could be painful, particularly if there seemed to be an element of contrivance about the statement, artificial dismay, so that it seemed my neck was just a peg to hang a placard round. I reveiwed Almodóvar’s Kika, making it clear that this was not one of that little master’s great works. I referred to its comedy rape scene as a supremely bad idea, but thought the director just about got away with it. I was mortified when the paper published a letter reproaching me for my indifference to the sexual abuse of women. As a gay man I should have known better than to take sides against my sisters.


More people have seen a salted slug, writhing in ugly pain under the roses, than a critic reproached for a failure of solidarity, but the spectacles are similar. I was the more pained because I would have written as right-on a denunciation of Almodóvar’s reprehensibility as anyone could have wanted, if I hadn’t attended the screening with a woman friend. She didn’t object to the rape scene, and told me she felt that what had been a euphemism in Victorian times, (a fate worse than death), had become the encouraged perception of sexual assault. She felt that such rhetoric gave women no permission to recover. It installed rape as the defining event of women’s lives. She wasn’t speculating, by the way, but speaking from experience of rape.


This I could not put in a letter. So I just fumed and squirmed, turning on myself the reluctant catechism of the public figure (Arts section, Nonebrity division).


Did I like being talked about? No. 


Did I like it when people ignored me? No.


 Could I dish it out? I sure could. 


Could I take it? Not really. 


Would I stoop to any low jibe in hopes of a cheap laugh? I would.


Had I stopped to consider Gérard Depardieu’s feelings before writing (there have been plenty of film stars in the past with cleft chins, none with cleft noses)? I had not.


My next experience of the letters-page pillory almost made me nostalgic for the first. The Scottish director Bill Forsyth made some beguiling low-key British films (Local Hero perhaps the most fondly remembered) before making some more in America, where low-key is a virtue that is held in low regard – though his first film to be made in the States, Housekeeping, was wonderful. Back on home ground he made a belated sequel to Gregory’s Girl, called Gregory’s Two Girls, which was horribly disappointing and incoherent. Only respect for the makers of Pedigree Chum could veto the label ‘dog’s dinner’. John Gordon Sinclair played the schoolboy from the earlier film, now himself a teacher, idealistic in theory but entirely passive. He gets involved in a scheme to expose the sinister dealings of a local businessman, who supplies torture equipment to Third World tyrannies, but really only because he is attracted to one of the activists, a pupil of his.


It becomes a cause for official concern that he has been seen in her company in a park late a night. An interview is arranged with his headmaster, which the police will attend. The girl has already given an explanation, but Gregory doesn’t know what it is. Luckily one of her friends slips him a piece of paper with a single word written on it, just enough for him to build his story round. The word names a mammal.


The detective asks: So what were you doing last night?


Gregory’s reply: ‘Well, last night was pretty exciting, actually, because Frances had more or less promised us... You see, the thing is, I’ve never actually seen Frances’s beaver.’


A silence quivering with horror.


What has gone wrong? There is another mammal that starts with the same letter as the one he meant to say. Under pressure he has substituted the name of a beast extinct in the wild with an unfortunate double meaning catastrophic in this disciplinary context. To be fair, it could happen to anyone, anyone in an unreal situation with a flailingly desperate script.


Gregory spots his mistake: ‘“Frances’s beaver”! I mean Frances’s badger...’


How to describe this? Carry On Amnesty International with a queasy subtext? The queasiness lying in the fact that Gregory is only technically innocent of taking an improper sexual interest in the girl, since he hasn’t had a chance to act on it.


Every critic has a private Rogue’s Gallery of things he or she would do anything not to see again (the option of never having seen it in the first place not being available), but it’s unusual to have two of them in the same film. In this second scene, Gregory is again on nocturnal manœuvres. By accident, a stranger’s fingers get caught in a slammed door. His fingertips swell up. The stranger explains that this has happened to him before, when he was tortured in his home country, and that there is only one way to relieve the pressure on his fingertips. Someone must pierce the fingernails, one by one. This duly happens, though Gregory is too squeamish to face it and the honours are done by a teenaged girl. There is a spurt of blood each time a nail is pierced.


How is it supposed to work, this crazed cocktail of adventure story, shoehorned-in political comment and horror film? It doesn’t begin to coalesce. It would make more sense to feature a drive-by shooting on Tobermory as a way of sensitising children to the dangers of the inner city.


Reviewing the film made me feel as if I was writing the obituary of a talented film-maker who had made too many wrong turns, in a business that punishes them heavily. Bit of a surprise, then, to read a published letter from the founder of a campaigning charity lamenting my failure to take the issue of torture seriously.


Most of the people who read the letter, not having read my review in the first place, would take my inhumanity as proven, but (the damage being done) it was pointless to think of writing my own angry letter of response. Shakespeare of course put it best, when he had Cassio exclaim, ‘Reputation, reputation, reputation! O! I have lost my reputation. I have lost the immortal part of myself, and what remains is bestial. How will I face the lads down the Groucho now?’ It certainly seemed odd for a humanitarian to insult a reviewer’s integrity as a way of getting publicity for a charity. It so happens that the same organisation asked me to take part in gala events more than once afterwards, and I accepted, though always with some rage in my heart.


When in 1989 the Independent printed a piece that bothered me, I followed protocol and wrote in the first instance to the author of the article. This was a feature on our medical pages describing the difficulties presented to a Brighton doctor by an HIV-positive patient of his. This patient had unsafe sex in local saunas (on a specified date) and came to a bad end, even if it wasn’t the one which, in those days before combination therapy, might have been expected. The cause of death was a car crash caused by the distracting effect of oral sex while driving.


Of course my gay brothers get up to any amount of destructive and self-destructive behaviour, but there was something about the article which felt wrong. It was described as a composite, in other words a piece in which a number of case histories have been combined. It was the choices behind this combining that seemed so suspect. Of course Brighton has always been a lively town, but surely even there the high-speed blow-job in traffic is the exception rather than the rule? In which case anomalies had been emphasised in what was an outstandingly negative portrait, verging on the nihilistic, of gay men’s behaviour. I wrote a letter pointing this out and sent it to the medical pages, hoping it would be forwarded to the doctor who had (understandably in view of the importance of patient confidentiality) not identified himself with his real name.


I heard back from our contributor, rather to my surprise. He cheerfully admitted that he wasn’t a doctor, and that the piece had been submitted elsewhere as fiction. He had made up the detail about the death so as to highlight the issue posed to Accident and Emergency personnel by untested and in this case HIV-positive blood.


My next step was to write to the paper’s medical editor, Oliver Gillie, asking if this represented our standards of accuracy. His answer was that once you depart from strict reportage you enter a grey area where there are no hard and fast rules.


I wrote to our editor asking for a ruling, pointing out that when I wrote a short story I was expected to label it as such. There was an element of unfair competition if our medical pages were free to publish fiction unannounced.


Weeks passed without my hearing anything. In my naivety and egoism I couldn’t imagine a newspaper editor having other business which could possibly take precedence over something so important. Eventually I became exasperated enough to contact Channel 4 Hard News, a television programme devoted (how impossibly quaint it sounds now) to the inner workings of the press. I was aware that I was risking my job by exposing my employers to criticism.


The programme aired an item summarising the case against the infamous article. Soon afterwards of course I was summoned by my editor. I expected to be given my cards and a flea in my ear, my media martyrdom seemed inevitable, but Andreas was affable and only mildly reproachful.


‘Your letter was rather sarcastic,’ he said.


I agreed that this was so.


‘Shouldn’t be sarcastic,’ he said. ‘Should be four-square.’


I mumbled something about sarcasm being the mother tongue of powerlessness.


Andreas had a question for me. ‘What was the worst thing about this piece we published?’


That it asserted without evidence that HIV-positive gay men wilfully exposed others to danger.


He agreed that this was bad. ‘It’s quite a time since it appeared. Do you think people remember it?’


I was positive that they did. There’s something about a bizarre death (think of Jackson Pollock, Jayne Mansfield) that sticks in the mind.


‘I see. I’ll take your word for it. Now I’m just going round to have a word with the departments about tomorrow’s paper. I’ll be away for about half an hour. My computer is over here and seems to be working. Do you feel like writing an apology? Then we can publish it without losing any more time.’


At this point I was thoroughly confused by Mr Whittam Smith’s understatement and good manners. I seemed to understand that I was still employed by the Independent, but that I was required to make a public apology. While I dithered, Andreas told me that if I needed anything I should ask his secretary, and set off on his rounds.


Left on my own in his office I came slowly to my senses. He wanted me to write an apology for the article I had complained of. On one level this was grotesque. On the other hand, Oliver Gillie had already been moving on to another job when the disputed piece was published, so who else was there?


If this wasn’t lateral thinking then I don’t know how else to describe it. To be sure, Andreas was following the path worn smooth by Odysseus, Solomon and Barnes Wallis (add Alexander the Great to the list, for cutting the Gordian knot with a lateral swipe of his sword) – but perhaps it’s true that any contact with Edward de Bono, even in the form of a letter threatening legal action, frees up the creative centres of the brain.


The idea of being both the aggrieved party and the delegated atoner took a little getting used to, but I saw that this was an opportunity to write an apology which actually sounded sincere. The published apology is a rather straitened literary form, and normally gives the impression – we are delighted to correct any impression that and so on – that teeth are being pulled, behind the photograph of a smile.


Pacing around between drafts, I was able to notice that the editor’s office at the Independent was no grand space. The modest desk couldn’t be further from the one announcing the status of the Fascist functionary in Bertolucci’s The Conformist, very little smaller than the room that houses it. The only triumphal symbol in evidence was distinctly low-key: a statuette representing the Independent’s Newspaper of the Year award, kept in an unshowy bookcase and not recently dusted.


The apology that I came up with was surrealistically whole-hearted, saying something along the lines of It was never our intention to stigmatise any part of the community in a crisis which affects us all.  Literally hundreds of people must have read it. Not quite a heroic outcome after all the struggle and soul-searching. Perhaps a moral victory in its small way, unless I was being thrown a bone by an indulgent employer.


That Newspaper of the Year award had been proof that the Independent had arrived, but it offered no guidance about where the paper should go from there. Sometimes we moved in opposite directions simultaneously. For the time being, though, we were established and possibly even respected. I remember receiving quite a few compliments for my review of Clint Eastwood’s Heartbreak Ridge, although they all turned out to be compliments for Tom’s headline, ‘Macho Do About Nothing’.


At one point it turned out that Variety and the film page of the Independent went to press on the same day. Tom felt it would be polite and even politic for me to phone Variety to let them know my verdict on this week’s films. Variety’s rating system wasn’t tremendously sophisticated, so at least I didn’t have to spend too much time paraphrasing my intricate judgments: thumbs up (Genius), thumbs down (Stinker) or thumbs level (Ho-Hum). Anyone who has a thousand words to devote to a film will end up with level thumbs more often than not.


In weeks when I forgot to make the call, Variety’s experts won’t have had any trouble guessing the verdict. Not hard to predict the behaviour of the Man with Horizontal Thumbs.


Sometimes, though, I surprised myself. I remember ringing Variety to say that the Coen Brothers’ Barton Fink had coaxed my thumb to quite a perky angle, then sitting down to write the review and finding that in fact I disliked it. I’ve enjoyed quite a number of those boys’ pictures (The Hudsucker Proxy and O Brother, Where Art Thou? in particular), and Barton Fink wasn’t obviously short on flair and brio. It was just the contempt with which the Coens regarded a different sort of artist, the one who wants to change the world, which rankled in my memory. Talk about easy targets! And a fraternal team writing/directing/producing can easily get lost in self-congratulation, missing that meshing of contradictory characters which made Powell and Pressburger so remarkable as a team.


Seeing the film again might settle the point, though in general my reactions are pretty consistent. In the first stages of re-seeing a film, I may wonder why I rated it so highly – or else, why I had dismissed it – but by the end I’m more or less where I was the first time round, even if my thumb-language has a lot more vitality and nuance than the exhausted hitch-hiker gestures which make up Variety’s impoverished dialect. I’m more like the ticktack men at the races.


I lasted at the paper for over a decade. There was a tenth birthday party, held at the Victoria and Albert Museum, with speeches – which I didn’t hear because I had bunked off to the outdoor courtyard with some secretaries from the advertising department who valued their cigarette time. I didn’t smoke myself, but was flattered to be asked along by the bad girls, the truanters. They cross-examined me about a column in the paper which meant nothing to me. Everyone knew ‘she’ was written by a gay man, apparently, and that meant either me or someone I knew. I swore blind that I didn’t know what they were talking about, and by rights I should have convinced them, unless they thought I was pulling off some brilliant double-bluff. From their point of view it was barely possible that there was anyone in the world, let alone anyone on the paper, who hadn’t read Bridget Jones’s Diary.


I lasted about another year before the new editor, Andrew Marr, decided he could manage without my services. He gets points for speaking to me directly, not delegating the task of giving a contributor the chop, though he has to lose some of them right away for using the formula ‘change is good, at all levels of the paper’ – which may have come back to haunt him a few months later when he too got the chop.


Later I learned that I had been hanging by a thread for some time, though a number of colleagues (stand up, Mark Lawson) had made the case that I was in some way an asset to the paper. They were certainly good years for me, though I can find it in my heart to be sympathetic to some hard-done-by directors. I imagine Ridley Scott, for instance, opening his Independent one day in 1988 in search of a review of his new film Someone to Watch Over Me, and finding instead my extended riff on the idea that he is the tame Eisenstein of Reaganomics, making wealth seem a natural state and subsistence living an aberration. So much for the trickle-down ideology of his entertainment.


Lower down on the page is the Inside Eye column, in which an expert in some field (in this case, a bodyguard) is invited to comment on a film dramatising his profession. From this he learns that no competent security operative would assign a man to protect a woman, since this would leave her vulnerable during bathroom visits. So much for his plot...


I don’t make any claim to clairvoyance, in terms of recognising right away which films would be influential and even become classics. I don’t have too bad a record on those terms, but I didn’t see it as being my job. I wasn’t paid to be right, just to make an argument. When the paper printed in 1994 a letter complaining that I had liked neither Pulp Fiction nor Forrest Gump, I wasn’t in the least bothered. There isn’t a quota system in place determining how many films a year a critic must like if he is to keep his job. Quentin Tarantino’s film seemed to me smug in its perversity, while Robert Zemeckis’s was rancidly wholesome. But don’t mind me – feel free to watch them back to back for the rest of your life.






 Jeremy Noel-Tod
Les is More

 Are you an intellectual? If so, see what you make of this:

Academe has gained ground. She is the great house of our age,

replacing Society, granting the entree to privilege

likewise a museum, of peoples, of scholars, of writing –

vampires at times may tend an iron lung.

Her study is fashion, successive lock-gates leaking Time

she loves this new goddess for whom abortion is orgasm,

the talkative one. Nothing, now, less intense

could thrill an elite above unwilled experience.

When our elders, the castes who live by delegation,

turned in, like unlicensed guns, imagination,

thought, spirit, ideals to the all-wise University

there were aspects of learning they did not foresee

like being the Masses, Funny Little Men

who live in the Suburbs and resemble Eichmann.

(from ‘Sidere Mens Eadem Mutato’, Lunch and Counter Lunch)

Les Murray does not like intellectual types and, on the evidence of this
not-unrepresentative sonnet – its shrill satire, leaden rhythms, painful
rhymes, eccentric punctuation, and catastrophic hash of images – it
would be quite understandable if the feeling were mutual. Yet, from an
early stage, English Departments and literary critics have been notably
welcoming to this liberal-baiting farmer-poet from the Outback. Reviewing
the T.S. Eliot Prize-winning collection, Subhuman Redneck Poems,
one critic offered this non sequitur as proof of Murray’s reputation: ‘The
collection is a success; its contents have already appeared on examination
papers and underground trains.’ The sort of ‘success’, that is, which
depends on the poems being appropriated instantly by a small group of
fashionable literary movers, looking for some unchallenging example of
‘modern poetry’ that can be quickly digested into a thousand GCSE essays,
or grasped between Morden and Bank. Can the author of the following
lines be entirely comfortable with that kind of ‘recognition’?

Who reads poetry? Not our intellectuals;

they want to control it. Not lovers, not the combative,

not examiners. They too skim it for bouquets

and magic trump cards.

(‘The Instrument’, Conscious and Verbal)

Of course he can’t. Although he admits, in The Paperbark Tree: Selected
Prose, that ‘I have had a very good run from the critics by and large’, Murray
warns that ‘approval without real understanding can be a desolating
experience.’ Yet it is not approval without real understanding that Murray
has had in overplus. It is, rather, approval without discrimination
– something he is less willing to recognise. It is very difficult to criticise
Les Murray in terms that he will allow:

everyone, just about, makes the mistake of assailing the
other person’s poem in the narrowspeak of criticism, as if
that were likely to avail against the wholespeak the other
may not be able to utter. Only a poem can combat a poem.
[Modern poets] move in exalted intellectualizing worlds
where social control is exercised with whip-flicks of fashion
and deployments of such terms as naive or second-rate.

This analogy of literary criticism with social control seems naive itself,
but, of course, one can’t say that. One can wonder, though, how Murray
squares his disapproval of ‘second-rate’ with his own use of the term
‘first-rate work’ on the opening page of The Paperbark Tree – how can a
positive term retain validity without the potential alternative of its opposite?
Furthermore, it seems disingenuous of Murray not to see that his
international success depends in part on attitudes which are widespread
among the liberal literary ‘elite’ whom he is ostensibly attacking:

Throughout this book, readers will encounter the debris
and discarded maps of wars I have been conscripted to fight
in, now alongside, now in distant parallel with mainly black
and Celtic cultures. These are the wars against Culture, and
against the Athenian, Roman and British empires, by all of
which I mean the war against the Metropolis. Only in certain
redoubts do I still need to ask Would you dare patronise me
in that way if I were black?

(‘Preface’, The Paperbark Tree)

It is precisely the soft spot of post-imperial guilt at which Murray jabs a
finger here that has allowed him to rise unopposed into the sacred group
commonly known to viewers of the South Bank Show as ‘the finest poets
writing in English’ – that is, the most reader-friendly representatives of
English-speaking cultures with a colonial grudge: Heaney from Ireland,
Walcott from the West Indies, Murray from Australia. (It is a group that
never includes any of the many Americans writing in English. They are
presumed by now to be doing all right without our encouragement.) It is
also a self-generating group: most of Murray’s books come with a jacket
recommendation by Walcott, whose appreciative essay is an object lesson
in how Murray has been accorded preferential treatment:

... the power, and the persistence, of his celebration is religious,
and without assaulting us, because he is doing something
so ordinary, so vernacular, and yet so fated, that it must
make criticism cower; it is making poetry holy.

This sacred cowering seems especially curious when one considers how
much Murray’s own work is informed by avowed impatience and anger
towards the academic establishment’s more pious critical attitudes. In
an early essay, for example, he is bluntly contemptuous of Ezra Pound’s
poetic reputation: ‘...he is the universities’ man; the wealth of thesis material
in his texts has made it inexpedient to judge their poetic quality
too scrupulously...’ Yet if one investigates Murray’s own texts scrupulously,
simply for sense, let alone poetic quality, the suspicion grows
that the targets of his enormous rage are not entirely substantial: most of
the crocs he wrestles so boldly are, on closer examination, dead logs. The
continued railing against ‘modernism’, for instance, as a kind of cultural
police force which robbed the people of their poetry, leads to an absurd
falsification of the facts, and even absurder conclusions:

Literary modernism is totalitarian politics in a literary
disguise, while totalitarian politics is modernist literature
with no disguise at all.


Modernist art is asserted to be different in kind from
all earlier art, and the qualitative divide between them is
claimed to invalidate any comparison.

(‘The Suspect Captivity of the Fisher King’)


The first sweeping assertion oversimplifies the complicated question
of the relation to totalitarian politics of the disparate group of writers
known as the ‘Modernists’. The second statement is simply not true:
Modernism was exceedingly conscious of its relation to ‘earlier art’.
Modernism might be better defined as a renewed concern with art as
an Arnoldian ‘criticism of life’, an investigation into the complexity of
things. Murray is bullying us into cultural simplification and prejudice,
not to mention demonstrable nonsense. Having also taken an equally
broad swing at ‘the Enlightenment’ as ‘a Luciferian poem... in revolt
against poetry itself’, he asserts:

The large number of ‘common’ readers who never approved
poetry’s abandonment of rhyme foresaw, if not always in detail,
all of the sorrows and betrayals of poetry listed above, and
poetry’s current tentative return to rhyme is an admission of
error and an attempt at restitution, as well as a guiltily covert
death sentence on rationalism.

What this might mean to Murray I have no idea. Who abandoned rhyme?
Certainly not the über-Modernist Eliot. And Murray’s own poetry is far
less successful when attempting to rhyme. A rhyme can be witty or wise,
but when Murray fires one off from his antique blunderbuss marked
‘SATIRE’, the result is more often unpleasantly smug:

Higamus hogamus

Western intellectuals

never praise Auschwitz.

Most ungenerous. Most odd,

when they claim it’s what finally

won them their centuries-

long war against God.

(‘The Beneficiaries’, Subhuman Redneck Poems)

Murray’s dedication of all his volumes ‘To the glory of God’ is admirably
bloody-minded (as Dylan Thomas observed, he’d be a damned fool if he
didn’t), but this particular piece of sour stupidity is an unlikely contribution
to the glory of anything; to adopt Murray’s own terminology, it is not
the ‘wholespeak’ of poetry, but the ‘narrowspeak’ of crude intolerance. ‘It
is barbarous to write poetry after Auschwitz’ – Adorno’s dictum is too
strict, but certainly there should be no more inept little squibs like this.


It is a relief, then, to know that the prolific Murray has several styles and
personae. His more discursive work has often been compared with late-period
Auden, that unapologetically intellectual poet. Expansive, humorous,
and unashamed of the erudition he turns against elsewhere, Murray’s
unrhymed meditations on everyday objects such as the bed, or the shower,
are, like Auden’s ‘Thanksgiving for a Habitat’, pleasant company:

Resisting gravity, for us and in us,

you form a planet-wide

unobtrusive discontinuous platform,

a layer: the mattressphere,

pretty nearly our highest common level

(tables may dispute it).

(‘Homage to the Launching Place’, The People’s Otherworld)

sleek vertical coruscating ghost of your inner river,

reminding all your fluids, streaming off your points, awakening

the tacky soap to blossoms and ripe autumn, releasing the squeezed gardens,

smoky valet smoothing your impalpable overnight pyjamas off

(‘Shower’, The People’s Otherworld)

Murray’s insistence on making this last poem a hymn specifically in
praise of the Australian shower brings it down to earth with an awkward
bump, though:

Only in England is its name an unkind word;

only in Europe is it enjoyed by telephone.

This has all the subtlety of advertising one’s national allegiance on
a t-shirt. Murray is a much better ‘Australian’ poet when he turns from
flag-waving to landscape painting, as in ‘Leaf Spring’, which quietly rewrites
Keats’s ‘Ode to Autumn’ for the Outback:

... the tracks of a foam-white

longed-for watersnake are brown down every incline.

Season of smoke and parrots pecking the road,

half-naturalised autumn.

Yet here I am almost tampering with the evidence to put the case for the
defence. The above quotation was carefully extracted from a poem of
many less successful moments; moments of awkward simile – ‘cattle
walk the hills, in a casual-seeming / prison strung from buried violins’
(electric fences?) – and ponderous wit: ‘Fruit is almost done / though few
deciduous imports have yet decided’.


‘It is possible that we need a term, by now, to distinguish between
texts that are poetry and those which are animated by the aesthetic of
interest’, Murray writes in ‘Poems and Poesies’. For once I couldn’t agree
more. It is a distinction which much of his work seems purpose-made to
demonstrate. His voracious appetite and eye for subject matter fill collection
after collection with a closely-observed account of life in modern
Australia (‘The Early Dark’, in Conscious and Verbal, notices on the
roadside ‘a refrigerator, shot / for children to breathe in it, guard someone’s
parcels’.) His curious experiments in poem-as-word-explosion
aside (‘moth reed haze racing vane, / butts hum and buoy or, fairer moan, /
ex pencil eye fits elf’ (‘Insect Mating Flight’, Translations from the Natural
World)), the essential Murray style is a low-density, observational verse,
combining the colloquial and the educated. It suits its subject matter, but
its technical innovation seems minimal. It is, as Murray claims to find
Pound’s verse, ‘thronged but never dense’. To excuse a tendency towards
prosaic flatness and clutter on the pretext of some supposedly Australian
aesthetic of ‘sprawl’, he ducks the question which Pound asked of another
compendious, self-styled voice-of-a-continent: ‘How much of Walt
Whitman is well written?’


It always surprises me to hear Murray snarling, as he often does, at
‘that clammy sheath of expected allegiance and enforced style which is
still jammed over your head as soon as you come near the world of literature
or commentary’. In these times of stylistic poly-tolerance, Murray
never exceeds the contemporary norm: biographical, family-based pastoral,
mostly making prose sense, with a regular quota of onomatopoeic
touches and ingenious visual simile, an eye for little ironies, an ear for occasional
colloquial flavourings, presented in an open, personal way which
posits the poet as an educated man of the people, given to meditation on
morality and mortality. Much, in fact, like Heaney and Walcott, and not
in itself a bad thing at all. It is when one hears Murray’s own statements
on what he thinks he’s doing, as well as the hyperbole of his supporters
(‘He is, quite simply, the one by whom the language lives’ – Joseph Brodsky)
that his achievement requires closer scrutiny. Of Fredy Neptune:

I wanted to avoid literary language altogether, because it’s
fixed, habitual, fossilised. It forces your mind into certain
channels, into certain politically correct habits. I wanted to
create a language of discovery and breakthrough.

This sounds exciting. It also sounds – given that Murray’s alternative to
‘literary language’ is an adapted vernacular – very like what’s been going
on in America ever since Mark Twain wrote The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn. Murray’s poetry seems closely related to the techniques of
the American vernacular tradition, and its easygoing relish for the pleasures
of plainspeaking:

To go home and wear shorts forever

in the enormous paddocks, in that warm climate,

adding a sweater when winter soaks the grass,

to camp out along the river bends

for good, wearing shorts, with a pocketknife,

a fishing line and matches…

(‘The Dream of Wearing Shorts Forever’, The Daylight Moon)

This admirable plainness is there in the very first piece preserved in the
Selected Poems, ‘Driving Through Sawmill Towns’, which ends:

On summer nights

ground-crickets sing and pause.

In the dark of winter, tin roofs sough with rain,

downpipes chafe in the wind, agog with water.

Men sit after tea

by the stove while their wives talk, rolling a dead match

between their fingers,

thinking of the future.


Sustaining this for the length of a verse-novel is another matter. Even
here there are ‘literary’ touches – ‘agog’, ‘sough’. Although Fredy Neptune
ends on a very Huckleberrian note of casual authorial weariness
(‘... there’s too much in life. You can’t describe it’) Murray’s book has
closer affinities with Saul Bellow’s The Adventures of Augie March
– an updating of Twain, in which Augie gets an education in life, and
manages, famously, to ‘go at things as I have taught myself, free-style’,
moving among high and low society with a high-and-low prose style to
match. Bellow’s novel was, for him, the artistic break with convention
which Murray seems to have hoped for in his epic, but the two do not ultimately
bear comparison. Fredy is supposed not only to come from the
Outback people (like Murray), but he is also supposed to have written his
story down without a proper education along the way (unlike Murray,
or Augie March.) The book is historically and geographically voracious
– how then to describe a life lived in several countries and through two
world wars via a sensitive Ozzie drifter, unhampered by the oppressive
influence of book-learning? Twain makes humorous play with the limitations
of an illiterate vernacular narrator; when a genuine Englishman
enters his narrative, Huck admits:


I can’t give the old gent’s words, nor I can’t imitate him: but he
turned around to the crowd, and says, about like this:


‘This is a surprise to me which I wasn’t looking for; and
I’ll acknowledge, candid and frank, I ain’t very well fixed to
meet it and answer it...’

The vernacular mask doesn’t waver.


Murray, however, is not so skilful. Better-informed speakers give the narrative
ideological content in long speeches which are implausibly excused:

Well, it’s what he said. I’m good at remembering what
was said.

or

God must have sent me brains to grasp that much Turkish.

These are repairs which draw attention to the tear. The real problems
occur when Fredy has to put into words what Murray himself is itching
to say. Thoroughgoing vernacular writing can achieve a graceful, spare
dignity of expression, as the American tradition has proved, but more often
what we encounter here is literary high style sloppily dumbing down.
For every flash of genuinely lively Australian vernacular – ‘That night I
was hungry, and tore the tucker into me. / Joe whinged and I swore at
him’ – there are stanzas of fumbled description as Fredy takes in the
Twentieth Century. Here is a Zeppelin:

Then there was another moon, browner

with rays like umbrella struts, getting bigger, pointing at us.

Turning to port, to circle us, it lengthened to a breadroll

with glass in its chin, with a gallery of all windows

and its five big growlers beating and smoking.

A breadroll with a chin? And here, at the novel’s climax, is Fredy’s spontaneous
reaction to a nuclear bomb on a newsreel:

they were showing a test, out in desert country,

this like wireless tower – and then the screen bulged white

with scrolls spreading wide from the bottom as it hoisted

like as if a billion beings were charging outwards, and it

towering straight above them under the boiling top cloud.

I heard myself say The Hermaphrodite! The Hermaphrodite,

almost outloud. I spose I meant war was now equal

for women and men.

And I don’t spose that anyone who is so salt-of-the-earth innocent as
Fredy would ever be moved to such a pompously contrived conceit. The
artlessness here is all Murray’s. Fredy is demoted from narrator to a pilot
dropping the Great Thought onto his creator’s unsuspecting public.
This isn’t sprawl – it’s a mess.


The sales blurb for the enormous Fredy Neptune suggests it has ‘the
global scope and heroic dimensions of Byron’s Don Juan’. The comparison
is optimistic – the great merit of Byron’s poem, its witty, tightrope
rhyming, is missing from Fredy Neptune, which divides its verse very
loosely into unrhymed eight-line stanzas. The unlikely pairing of Byron
and Murray is more accurate in the light of Pound’s acidic challenge in
the ABC of Reading: ‘Try to find a poem by Byron [or Poe] without seven
serious defects.’ Conscious and Verbal offers few serious candidates: as in
previous books, the tightly-rhymed ones clock up their seven in rhymes
alone – ‘the world reverberates with Muzak / and Prozac. As it doesn’t
with poe-zac / (I did meet a Miss Universe named Miss Verstak.)’ The
looser ones often start out promisingly enough, but sooner or later come
to grief. The problem is apparent in these lines on his recent near-death
experience (‘You Find You Can Leave It All’):

Like a charging man, hit

and settling face down in the ringing,

his cause and panic obsolete,

you find you can leave it all:

your loved people, pain, achievement

dwindling upstream of this raft-fall,

back with the dishes that translated

beasts and croplands into the ongoing

self portrait your genes had mandated.

The first two stanzas, fine – the image is poignantly slapstick, the sentiment
bluntly honest – but the third stanza has you looking to see who
translated this into English. Murray would probably shrug off such criticism
as another manifestation of his old enemy, the ‘RLS’ (‘Received Literary
Sensibility’) wanting to smooth over his rough edges, but, while I
agree that rough edges are part of poetry, they are not by any means the
same thing as lumpy first-drafts.


His essay ‘A Suspect Captivity of the Fisher King’ ends with the observation
that


The truest praise is conceded praise, spoken through gritted
teeth – but to speak it, the utterer must possess integrity, and
politics now exist to silence that.


Well, I will not be silenced, and I would like to conclude by declaring that
Les Murray is sometimes a fine writer. Although he lacks the genius for bold
redundancy characteristic of the long line’s modern masters – Clough,
Whitman, Ashbery – expansiveness is certainly his natural habitat, and
one in which the verse benefits from an accumulative effectiveness. Here
is an extract from ‘The Buladeh-Taree Holiday Song Cycle’ (Ethnic Radio),
a poem which borrows an Aboriginal form to lend a sort of lowkey
grandeur to the lives of the white farmer-settlers for whom Murray
speaks. It is a work of tender, rhythmic intelligence:

In the country of memorial iron, on the creek-facing hills there,

they are thinking about bean plants, and rings of tank water, of growing a pumpkin by Christmas;

rolling a cigarette, they say thoughtfully Yes, and their companion nods, considering.

Fresh sheets have been spread and tucked tight, childhood rooms have been seen to,

for this is the season when children return with their children

to the place of Bingham’s Ghost, of the Old Timber Wharf, of the Big Flood That Time,

the country of rationalized farms, of the day-and-night farms, and of the Pitt Street farms,

of the Shire Engineer and many other rumours, of the tractor crankcase furred with chaff,

the places of sitting down near ferns, the snake-fear places, the cattle-crossing-long-ago places.


Sometimes he can make the short line work too: here, from Conscious
and Verbal, is “Drought Dust on the Crockery”:

Things were not better

when I was young:

things were poorer and harsher,

drought dust on the crockery,

and I was young.

Not an astonishing poem, but one that achieves a memorably understated
and unsentimental insight into Outback life and the unhappiness of
childhood. (Compare the acutely observed image of a fat boy at the beach
‘holding his wet t-shirt off his breasts’.) Murray is not always a bad writer,
but he is very often a frustrating one; as one less sympathetic reviewer
recently observed, ‘Poets of such intelligence can seldom be quoted so
plainly against themselves’. For all his sprawling defiance – the ‘Literary
Editor’ in Conscious and Verbal ‘sits rejecting poems, / saying too much
no, / a black pen in his hand / to score their lack of lo!’ – Murray is a writer
who, editorially speaking, would have benefited from a good Pounding a
long time ago. But, with a new collection only a year after Fredy Neptune,
the motto seems to be that Les is More. Despite his persistently stupid
vilification of ‘intellectuals’ (‘Intellectuals invented race’), his high-profile
productivity and his international reputation could soon win
him the Nobel Prize – providing, of course, that no covert modernist gets
in among the judges, whispering a question not always top of the list in
Stockholm: How much of Les Murray is well written?






 Anne Robinson
I Remember Trams In Liverpool With Stairs On The Outside

 I remember trams in Liverpool with stairs on the outside and in the street
below men with a leg or an arm missing and women with washing balancing
on the top of their heads.


I remember Mother Dorothy who said it was rude to have asked her
how old she was.


I remember I told my mother, who said who cared what Mother Dorothy
thought.


I remember being sent to my bedroom as punishment which seemed
odd because you could read a book which was a pleasure.


I remember Winston Churchill who my mother said she never liked.


I remember Miss Crail who taught us ballroom dancing and said the
boys mustn’t kick her legs because they were very valuable.


I remember my Holy Communion and wondering what the big deal
was but not wanting to say so.


I remember Miles the gardener who my mother said she avoided because
given half the chance he talked dirty.


I remember running away from home at seventeen and getting a job
in a nightclub and only realising later that all the other waitresses were
on the game.


I remember Cyril Connolly. He had a podgy face.


I remember the first time I got drunk and thinking I should not do
that again.


I remember that you couldn’t get the Pill if you weren’t married unless
you knew a friendly doctor in London and I didn’t.


I remember Cooper’s marmalade and the ham they carved off the bone.


I remember thinking The Secret Garden was the best book I had
ever read.


I remember wondering if anyone else thought of Monday as black
and Tuesday as pinkish but dark and Wednesday as lighter and Thursday
a bit like Monday only bluer and Friday as green and Saturday as dirty
white and Sunday as very white.


I remember longing for a house with a tennis court and a drive and a
mother who spoke nicely and didn’t work.






 Alexander Nurnberg
‘I, Philip’: Late Roth

 Spanned by close to three decades of prose, split by sixteen or so separate
books, one of Philip Roth’s characters has sex with a liver, and another
has sex with a grave.


In fact, the corpse in Sabbath’s Theatre’s defiled grave, once a plump
Yugoslavian woman named Drenka with an apparently inexhaustible
sex life, manages to entice no less than three of her former lovers to visit
her tomb in the middle of the night and ejaculate over her plot. But it
is our eponymous lead Mickey Sabbath, a libidinous puppeteer, of all
things, who makes a habit of these moonlit flirtations with necrophilia.
‘He came on her grave many nights’, Roth delights in telling us, just as
some 30 years before the young Alexander Portnoy provided countless
examples of his own self-styled depravity, and infamously violated a purple
hunk of raw liver – found in his mother’s pantry and then served up,
hours later, for the family dinner.


Does this mean that little has changed? Have 30 years of continuous writing
offered nothing but a shift in location, a move from kitchen to cemetery?


No. The shift from liver to grave represents everything, in Roth, that
has changed.


* * *


The Great American Novel. A cliché, a hope. A phrase that has long meant
not an example but an ideal, not a history but a promise. Moby Dick, Huckleberry
Finn – the inevitable beginning of an incantation, a list of literary
greatness. And as a list therefore an assurance that subsequent cases are
coming. Readers and critics, keenly, capriciously, have devoted themselves
to the quest. The Great American Novelist: the staple of literary reviews.
And somewhere in the midst of them, Philip Roth has clung to the title.


It helps, perhaps, that Roth produced a prompt many years ago, his own
subtly-named The Great American Novel. It helps too that critics like Sean
O’Hagan in the Observer will offhandedly credit him with the triumph:
‘While newer talents like Don DeLillo and Jonathan Franzen have been
praised for their attempts to create the Great American Novel for our times,
Roth, without fuss or fanfare, has written four of them in the last decade.’


There has been fanfare, though. Roth has now won the Pulitzer, the
National Medal of Arts, the Gold Medal in Fiction (the highest award of
the American Academy of Arts and Letters, as the covers of his recent
novels are eager to explain). He has twice won the National Book Award,
the PEN/Faulkner Award, and the National Book Critics Circle Award.
He will soon become the third living American writer to be published in
full by the Library of America. With the backing of this – rather exhaustive
– fanfare, the blurb on his most recent offering confidently equates
him with William Faulkner and Saul Bellow.


Time itself has helped, of course. Sean O’Hagan above, perhaps unconsciously,
dismissed ‘newer talents’ like DeLillo and Franzen, as if age
were the prerequisite of greatness. But then much of Roth’s image for all
his fawning critics is intimately concerned with longevity. With Bellow
ailing, he is, undisputedly, the elder statesman of American literature
– established, renowned, prolific, balding. And it is the very decades at
his keyboard, the long italicised lists headed ‘By the same author’ in the
opening pages of his books, that have apparently earned him the acclaim.
Somewhere, somehow, Philip Roth came to the stage where Blake
Morrison could end a review with the dumbfounded, rhetorical entreaty
– ‘Isn’t it time they gave him the Nobel?’


* * *


What is the difference between a liver and a grave? The clue is Roth’s
treatment, his motives, his tone. Even two miniature extracts, placed
side by side, show the impact of Roth’s 30 years.


(1) I believe that I have already confessed to the piece of liver
that I bought in a butcher shop and banged behind a billboard
on the way to a bar mitzvah lesson. Well, I wish to make a
clean breast of it, Your Holiness. That – she – it – wasn’t my
first piece. My first piece I had in the privacy of my own home,
rolled round my cock in the bathroom at three-thirty – and
then had again on the end of a fork at five-thirty, along with the
other members of that poor innocent family of mine.


(2) Five months after her death, a damp, warm April night
with a full moon canonizing itself above the tree line, effortlessly
floating – luminously blessed – toward the
throne of God, Sabbath stretched out on the ground that
covered her coffin and said, ‘You filthy, wonderful Drenka
cunt! Marry me! Marry me!’


The tone is the real distinction between the two passages, of course.
Portnoy’s Complaint is uproarious, mischievous, deceptively mature.
There is an enchanting mild chutzpah in the false confession, an honest
matter-of-factness in the opening line, a charming self-disgust in that
brilliant zeugma of the last. Even the frenzied grappling with pronouns
– ‘that – she – it’ – is graced with the fretful humour of the whole. This is
magnetic writing. Sex with a liver is a joke.


In Sabbath’s Theatre, in the second of the extracts, the prose is charmless.
Roth is more concerned with the irreverent juxtaposition of his
character’s coarse words and his narrative’s ‘throne of God’. The intimations
of necrophilia – aiming at provocation, designed to be offensive
– are offensive only in their laboriousness. Roth’s advocates would
argue, I suppose, that Sabbath’s nocturnal trysts with a corpse allude to
the fearful burden of mortality. Or they would argue that the humour
remains, but that it is drier and that I have missed it. But what is there in
Roth’s ‘damp, warm April night with a full moon canonizing itself’ to
acquit him from the charge of taking himself too seriously? Where is the
humour in ‘luminously blessed’? The tone, alas, is no longer ironic. Sex
with a grave is no joke.


There is one, laboured, self-indulgent reason why Roth chose to have
his character violate a tomb.


What does a grave have that a piece of liver hasn’t? Solemnity.
Weightiness. Gravitas.


* * *


Philip Roth’s most recent novel, The Plot Against America, has quickly
enjoyed the usual success. The New York Times has lavished it with devoted,
almost parental attention. Even more cautious reviewers – few enough
of those – have been loath to dismiss Roth. The Daily Telegraph, though
wary, unsure, nonetheless had the grace to concede: ‘Roth’s lesser works
are better than many others’ masterpieces.’


The Plot Against America rewrites American history. It is a fiction in the
guise of a history. Charles A Lindbergh, renowned solo airman and probable
anti-Semite, famous across the globe for completing the first solo transatlantic
flight in May 1927 on the Spirit of St Louis, enters Roth’s fictional
world with a surprise bid for the Republican candidacy in the presidential
elections of 1940. In real life, Lindbergh wrote of Hitler as ‘a great man’,
of the need to guard America against ‘the infiltration of inferior blood’, of
his concern that too many Jews in one country ‘create chaos. And we are
getting too many’. In Roth, Lindbergh campaigns across America with a
strong anti-war message, flies a folksy solo tour of the nation in the iconic
Spirit of St Louis, and in November defeats Roosevelt to become the president
of the United States. The novel, which flits recurrently to ‘historical’
updates on the political climate, centres on the domestic drama of a family
living in Newark, New Jersey – a family of four with the name of Roth,
and a narrator in the form of a seven-year-old boy, who grandly introduces
himself, a few pages in, with the words – ‘I, Philip, wasn’t yet born…’


This is, then, a fictionalised autobiography, a story with genuine people
in its foreground and historical figures looming behind. It is Roth’s personal
take on the old motif of ‘What if it happened here?’ The relatively
few critics with reservations about The Plot Against America have tended to
focus on the immediate plausibility, worried that Roth has failed to make
us suspend disbelief and forget that Roosevelt ever won his third term.
This – almost the lone criticism – is not a valid qualm. To Roth’s credit,
his interest is more in the domestic, in the difficulties of a family strained
by the political atmosphere, than in creating the credible origins of that atmosphere.
It is hardly important that Lindbergh’s flying tours of America
would clearly not be enough to secure a presidential campaign. The focus
– at least, Roth’s intended focus – is on the dynamic called family.


There are, however, two rather fundamental flaws in The Plot Against
America, lasting blemishes apparently unnoticed by the deluge of eager
reviewers. Both spring from Roth’s treatment of history, and the first
is chiefly stylistic. Michiko Kakutani, the famously acerbic critic at The
New York Times, described the novel as ‘provocative but lumpy’, as if the
‘lumpy’ prose were only a secondary problem, and provocation per se
were both positive and redeeming. To my mind, lumpiness is a flaw. In
The Plot Against America, the need to combine the two narratives – the
one domestic, the other ‘historical’ – seems to have forced Roth’s struggling
prose into flatness, a lack of colour, and his monochrome writing
suffers from trying to relate too much information with no apparent
point and with little apparent charisma. It is as if in his keenness to play
the ‘historian’ he has remembered nothing but documentation. Too often
his prose simply descends into lists – so that he will spend pages, inexplicably,
naming all the important guests at a wedding, and in agonisingly
repetitive clauses: ‘To begin with, there were… Representing the
city were… Among the distinguished educators attending the wedding
were… Present as well were… From the State Assembly there was…
From the District Court…’ – and then even, crushingly, ‘Absent…was…’
This is hardly even prose. These are minutes.


The Plot Against America has too great a deal of ‘history’, and too little
literature.


There are touches of literature in The Plot Against America, but they
are fleeting, ephemeral to the point of elusiveness. At one stage little
Philip, whose cousin has lost a leg and is dangerously underweight, attempts
to find out how heavy the leg itself might have been, ‘without success’,
by weighing his own on the bathroom scale. Elsewhere, a young
neighbour – who has just lost his father and whom Philip finds too clingy
– prompts this dry reaction: ‘Since his father’s suicide, my aversion to
him had grown stronger…’ In neither case is the writing incomparable,
but these are moments of genuine conviction, outré but plausible insights
from a perceptive author that we are grateful to have had put into words.
And Roth’s humour is still there too: not the uproarious, hysterical humour
of Portnoy’s Complaint but indeed something altogether drier, quiet
and even sometimes poignant. So the Roth family visits Washington,
DC, and stands reverentially in front of the Lincoln Memorial: ‘Gravely
my father said, “And they shot him, the dirty dogs.”’ Roth adds the ironical
inflection that the family awe springs as much from the architecture
as from the fate of Lincoln, the man and statesman.


In fact, the Washington episode is the most successful part of the
book. It comes early in the novel, with Lindbergh already in the White
House but with only a vague threat of active anti-Semitism to tarnish
the peaceful air. The burden of that fear is constantly overhead – literally,
even, since the President takes a daily ‘little spin along the Potomac’ in
one of his fighter planes, and a host of enthusiasts gaze up and and a chorus
of cheers is raised at the sight of the great Charles Lindbergh, pilot
and president and pal of Adolf Hitler.


But it is only in this episode that The Plot Against America works.
And it works because the palpable dread the Roths suffer in Washington
arises from a threat and perhaps not a reality, because the instances of
genuine hostility need not necessarily mean a national trend. The tension
is credible and interesting because the focus is still on the family. It
is the family’s fear, and thus the family’s drama. But this brief flirtation
with literature lasts no longer than a few days in Washington. Misguidedly,
Roth moves away from this cusp of outright anti-Semitism, relinquishes
that menacing threshold of persecution and descends, leadenly, into the
architecture of persecution itself. The Jews of the north-east are forcibly
relocated to Christian strongholds in the mid-west or deep south. Joseph
Goebbels is guest of honour at the White House. And ultimately, in an almost
farcically rapid whirlwind of a finale, Lindbergh conveniently disappears
from the sky and within a fortnight Roosevelt has been arrested, pogroms
have broken out all over America, and even war-battered Churchill
pities the nation that is now suffering the beginnings of mass civil war. In
the space of five or six pages, it is the Kristallnacht of the Atlantic coast.
Suddenly, Roth has rewritten himself as the Anne Frank of Newark, NJ.


The real problem with this conclusion is not the speed, nor the scale,
nor the general implausibility of this grossly re-packaged history. It is the
crudeness. And it is crudeness in the sense not of vulgarity or offensiveness
– though the transplantation of a real human tragedy to the suburban
America of Roth’s nostalgia might seem somewhat offensive – but in the
sense that it is blunt, laboured, ham-fisted. This endgame, not the inception,
is where the critics who took issue with Roth’s plausibility would
have been right. The Plot Against America does not have the plot to justify
its ends. The frantic climax to the Lindbergh administration is breathlessly
dispatched, summarised in diary form (supposedly ‘drawn from’ newsreel
footage) so as to remove the need for anything but a continuous stream
of events. Roth never manages to reconcile his insistence on providing
exhausting, static, even stagnant, ‘historical’ detail with the fact that he is
fundamentally unconcerned about the path, the direction of his ‘history’.


The Plot Against America only ever has one objective in mind. Roth
wants to pretend that America suffered the persecution of Nazi Europe.
He wants to recast Newark as 1930s Berlin.


Roth wouldn’t have written this 30 years ago. In fact, he has effectively
admitted so himself. The Ghost Writer, composed in the late 70s, was
the first novel to feature Roth’s alter ego, the clone-like Nathan Zuckerman,
and it contains the following lines of dialogue. Zuckerman is talking
to his mother, who speaks first in this extract.

‘He only meant that what happened to the Jews – ’

‘In Europe – not in Newark! We are not the wretched of
Belsen! We were not the victims of that crime!’

‘But we could be – in their places, we would be. Nathan,
violence is nothing new to Jews, you know that!’

‘Ma, you want to see physical violence done to the Jews of
Newark, go to the office of the plastic surgeon where the
girls get their noses fixed.’

Something of a volte-face, then, has taken place in the interim. Roth
seems to have forgotten Zuckerman’s righteous – and right – indignation.
Unwittingly, he has anticipated and articulated, decades in advance,
the very cry his newest novel ought to raise: ‘In Europe – not in Newark!’
Zuckerman’s exasperated shriek is staggered by the silliness of the idea:
the word ‘Newark’ has the tone of an astounded, dismissive sneer. Who
would ever try to equate Belsen with New Jersey?


And why does this author now make this the story of a young boy
named Philip Roth?


The answer to this last question is the reason why Roth cannot reconcile
his verbosity as ‘historian’ with his lack of interest in ‘history’.
It is the cause of his novel’s two fundamental flaws. It is the difference
between livers and graves. There is a point in The Plot Against America
when one of Philip’s teachers suggests he has been suffering from ‘delusions
of grandeur’. Roth’s disavowal is swift:


Not so. I wasn’t at all like Sandy [his brother], in whom
opportunity had quickened the desire to be a boy on the
grand scale, riding the crest of history. I wanted nothing to
do with history. I wanted to be a boy on the smallest scale
possible. I wanted to be an orphan.

The one feature in these sentences that might be correct is the use of the
perfect tense. Because whether or not the young Philip ‘wanted nothing
to do with history’, the real Philip, retrospectively, wants everything to
do with it. The denial, in other words, may not be ‘deluded’, but it certainly
is grand. Even that haughty opening – ‘Not so’ – betrays the ‘grand
scale’ on which Roth sees himself. Even that insistent string of pronouns
– ‘I…I…I…I…’ – reveals Roth’s focus, his priority. The Plot Against
America is an exercise, a vehicle for placing the author in the midst of
an illustrious history, and so the tone, register, style, even syntax, are all
unfailingly grandiose. ‘I, Philip’ is the subject of the novel. ‘I, Philip’ is
its primary concern. For God’s sake, that tripled ‘I wanted’ is almost a
Ciceronian tricolon crescendo.


The Plot Against America is not so much a fictionalised autobiography
as a glamourised one. Its flaws, whether in style or in story, spring
from its being laboured, contrived, moulded clumsily into a history that
Roth sees as heroic – into a childhood not of leafy streets and high school
football, but of persecution and fear. This, the latter, is supposedly the
central emotion of The Plot Against America. ‘Fear’ is its first word. The
phrase ‘perpetual fear’ crops up in its opening sentence and titles its closing
chapter. But the problem is that this is a sort of glamourised paranoia
– unnatural, forced, and fundamentally self-indulgent. It is not realistic.
Philip has nightmares that his beloved stamp collection has been covered
with the symbols of Nazism, that the name of George Washington has
been replaced by the name of Hitler. But Philip is supposed to be seven.
Implausibly, the horror of fascism has filtered through to his young
mind, because for Roth the paranoia is noble, this terror is grand. As his
prose reveals. When Roth trills on his epic crescendo, building towards
his laboured climax, he clinches the end of sentence and chapter with the
weighty sledgehammer of solemnity.

…and across the face of each, across the cliffs, the woods,
the rivers, the peaks, the geyser, the gorges, the granite
coastline, across the deep blue water and the high waterfalls,
across everything in America that was the bluest and
the greenest and the whitest and to be preserved forever in
these pristine reservations, was printed a black swastika.

He takes his ‘history’ very seriously in this novel, not because of an interest in
history per se, but because the centre of the history is Roth himself. Seriousness
is the self-portrait he wishes to paint. Hence the finale to his nightmare.
Like a grave, a swastika has gravitas. Like the moon, Roth canonises himself.


* * *


There are several recurrent themes in Roth’s recent fiction. There is history –
an awareness of the grand scheme of time; a focus on memory, on biography,
on the slightly melancholy sensation of dominant nostalgia. There is America
– at once a nation and a concept, an identity and a home – a word with the
weight of an epic behind it. And there is writing – a consciousness of the task
of the author and of his place in the sequence called the literary canon.


History, in Roth, is not only the appropriation and repackaging of an
era that explicitly constitutes The Plot Against America. It is also the sheer
sense of the past, reminiscence, the gravity of nostalgia. In American Pastoral,
for example, the whole novel is approached from this backward-looking
perspective, as Zuckerman attempts to piece together the history
of his subject: ‘He wants something recorded. That’s why he’s turned to
me: to record what might otherwise be forgotten. Omitted and forgotten.
What could it be?’ The early chapters of the book centre around the
author’s high school reunion, such that the long opening sequence of the
novel is a fictional exercise in recollection. And moreover, as Roth has astutely
noticed, ‘Everyone’s narcissism is strong at a reunion’.


The Human Stain again enacts, again through Zuckerman, the retrospective
approach to the tale, though it also places itself in a sort of
contemporary historical scheme, attaching itself to the meanderings of a
genuine, known chronology:


Ninety-eight in New England was a summer of exquisite
warmth and sunshine … in America the summer of
an enormous piety binge, a purity binge, when terrorism
– which had replaced communism as the prevailing threat
to the country’s security – was succeeded by cocksucking,
and a virile, youthful middle-aged president and a brash,
smitten twenty-one-year-old employee carrying on in the
Oval Office like two teenage kids in a parking lot…


And even in Sabbath’s Theatre, apparently free from the narrowing precision
of a recognisable history, the narrative is often retrospective; the tense
is overbearingly the pluperfect. Why the preoccupation with the retrospective?
Perhaps a focus on the past is to some extent inevitable in an author
well advanced in his career. But Roth’s concern for history seems always
intimately connected with some sort of autobiography. The Plot Against
America may be the most obvious example, but all the recent novels enact a
form of fictionalised memoir – even the narrative of Sabbath’s Theatre cannot
resist appropriating the prose and slipping into the first person. As Roth
himself has written – and written, of course, rather grandly: ‘I was a biography
in perpetual motion, memory to the marrow of my bones.’ History, in
Roth, is forever a high school reunion. His narcissism is perpetually strong.


America, the word itself, is everywhere in Roth’s fiction. He is keen to
remind us, whatever his guise, that he was ‘an American child of American
parents in an American school in an American city in an America at
peace with the world.’ With its jarring over-emphasis, the clause reads
like a microcosm of all Roth’s recent fiction, a constant pounding reiteration
that his is an American drama. Because, for Roth, the word means
much more than a nation. In his language, it is solemn, vaulting, significant
somehow, even with no elaboration beyond its four short syllables.
‘America’, for Roth, has the proportions of an epic, and he seems to think
its mere invocation is always enough to rekindle his gravitas: ‘All these
things growing were beside the point there. He was from the shore…
Where he grew up they had the Atlantic. You could touch with your toes
where America began.’ And so not only is America a sort of deity in Roth,
cited to impart to his prose an effortlessly weighty register, it is also closely
connected to his own sense of identity, and an identity therefore characterised
by this same gravitas. In The Plot Against America, for example, much
is made of the fact that the real victims of the plot are ‘American citizens
who happened to be Jews’, to emphasise that being Jewish is an identity,
but being American is the primary one. Hence the banging insistence of
the lines quoted above (the ‘American child of American parents…’). And
yet Roth’s identity is never really primarily American – although he rarely
stops mentioning it – just as he claims here it is not primarily Jewish. His
identity is rather his own sense of self. Why else does Roth ally himself
so fervently to ‘American’ – the word he believes has significance? He
may have wanted to write a book about being American or being Jewish
or being scared. But he has written a book about being Philip Roth.


Roth’s recent fiction always has a writer-figure at its core, for the
same reason it tends to delve into history or allude to America. The literary
personae at the centre of all Roth’s recent novels are kept at a slight
remove from the real writer himself. As with autobiography, as with
identity, the gap affords Roth the chance to turn the ‘author’ into a subject.
It gives him the opportunity to illustrate himself.


Consciousness of the feat of writing is prevalent in his fiction. This is
more than the inevitable natural awareness of the act of writing: in Roth,
there is always an active literary persona at his novels’ vocal centre, always,
at some slight remove from Roth, a writer-figure controlling the narrative.
In The Plot Against America, obviously, the narrator shares the name on the
cover of the book, but since it is patently a fiction (the cover feels the need to
proclaim it ‘a novel’) this is only a strange version of the real Philip Roth. In
American Pastoral, The Human Stain, and I Married A Communist, the narrator
is Nathan Zuckerman, who is deliberately crafted to be the almost indistinguishable
twin of Roth – the same past, same present, same style – and
who yet has a different name and a host of different stories to tell. Even
Sabbath’s Theatre, in which the narrative is third-person and the voice propounding
it unidentified, has an eponymous main character with an acute
awareness of literature and a self-conscious control of his text. Mickey Sabbath
speaks regularly in quotation – ‘Uncircumcised dog! Smite him thus!’;
he compares all of his lovers to Shakespearean heroines, contrasting Ophelia
with Miranda with Rosalind; he tries at times to be something of a critic
– ‘V Woolf…an overbred English parody of a borzoi, effortlessly superior,
as only the English can be, to all her inferiors, who never took her clothes off
in her life’. He even finds, apparently, titillation in literary text: ‘I was reading
Conrad. A guy on board had given me the books. I was reading all that stuff
and jerking myself off over it. Dostoevsky… Rascal Knockoff.’ Sabbath casts
himself – glamourises himself – as Lear: he traipses along the Manhattan grid
reciting ‘I am a very foolish fond old man’. Sabbath is often aloof, bombastic,
glib – like Roth. One of his lovers despairs, ‘Of course you outsmart me, you
outsmart everyone, outtalk every–’ which Sabbath, of course, immediately
interrupts. Mickey Sabbath is not quite Roth. But only not quite.


Famously, funnily, in Portnoy’s Complaint, our hero utters a memorable
shriek: ‘Doctor, my doctor, what do you say, LET’S PUT THE ID
BACK IN YID!’ But again, in The Plot Against America, Roth seems to
have forgotten the advice of his erstwhile incarnations. His fiction has
too little id. It has all been hijacked by ego.


* * *


Egotism, needless to say, is not a literary crime. Arrogance to some degree is
probably almost inevitable: there is nothing inherently modest in the act of
writing books. But the problem with Roth’s ego is that it tarnishes his prose.
Story and style are commandeered to paint the gloss onto its author.


‘I, Philip’ has the register of an epic. It is a sort of self-invocation; it seems
to preface a soaring address, like ‘I, Caesar’ or ‘I, Zeus’ – or ‘I, Claudius’.
This is the weakness of Philip Roth’s writing. It is a hunger to paint his selfportrait
with the brushes of seriousness, gravitas, solemnity, sheer magnitude.
It is the constant attempt to recast himself within an epic mould.


The consequence of ‘I, Philip’ is a mockery of the sentence. Roth’s efforts
to reach the elevation of epic simply force every other clause into a farce of
crescendo or climax or length. There are sentences in the recent novels with
well over two hundred words between full stops. Most tend to read like the
vaulting peroration of a final climax, the emotional close of a novel, perhaps
– and yet they are here in every paragraph, pieced heavy-handedly together
from a great mass of sub-clauses with a liberal spray of punctuation. They
are sentences that suffocate with the volume of their words:

‘Oh, cookie,’ he said, and at just the moment when he had
understood that the summer’s mutual, seemingly harmless
playacting – the two of them nibbling at an intimacy too enjoyable
to swear off and yet not in any way to be taken seriously,
to be much concerned with, to be given an excessive significance,
something utterly uncarnal that would fade away once
the vacation was over and she was in school all day and he had
returned to work, nothing that they couldn’t easily find their
way back from – just when he had come to understand that
the summer romance required some readjusting all around, he
lost his vaunted sense of proportion, drew her to him with one
arm, and kissed her stammering mouth with the passion that
she had been asking him for all month long while knowing
only obscurely what she was asking for. (American Pastoral)


All of Roth’s recent fiction often sounds like this. Sabbath’s Theatre, ironically,
mocks both Woolf and Joyce, but both are writers who can ably tame a
long and fluent line (consider the fourth sentence of To The Lighthouse). Roth
cannot manage this length. He cannot control the undulation, the breathlessness
or the tone, so he simply piles one clause on top of another, performing
a sort of exercise of apposition, a game with the limits of punctuation. This is
the portrait painted by gravitas. This is Roth’s self-canonisation.


The disruption of the anticipated American future that was
simply to have unrolled out of the solid American past, out
of each generation’s getting smarter – smarter for knowing
the inadequacies and limitations of the generations before
– out of each new generation’s breaking away from the parochialism
a little further, out of the desire to go to the limit
in America with your rights, forming yourself as an ideal
person who gets rid of the traditional Jewish habits and attitudes,
who frees himself of the pre-America insecurities
and the old, constraining obsessions so as to live unapologetically
as an equal among equals.


Yet this is a sentence that is easy to write – even for a writer whose understanding
of seriousness is that it is equivalent to length, that seriousness
is best conveyed through quantity of words, through volume of prose,
through bulkiness of text, that it in fact is ideally imparted through the
greatest possible number of clauses, clauses simply fumbled together
with a multitude of commas and a minimum of grace – and a mention
perhaps of America, just name-dropped for good measure – clauses,
indeed, hanging onto each other with nothing but lumbering repetition,
repetition that catches its reader after each comma and every dash,
catches him just as there was hope for his saviour, the full stop – yes, easy
to write, for any writer, but always harshly inelegant.


The Great American Novel?

The grating American novel.






 Christopher Hampton
Lancing and After: the Evelyn Waugh Lecture

 Aside from being Lancing writers, one of the very few things I have in
common with Evelyn Waugh is that neither of us was intended to come
to the school. Waugh was down for his father’s school, Sherborne; but
his elder brother Alec, with whom, as will be seen, I probably have rather
more in common, became involved in a scandal there and was expelled
in 1915. Worse, in the two years between the expulsion and being dispatched
to fight in the trenches, he wrote a novel. It was called The Loom
of Youth and – as far as I can remember, not having looked at it since I
breathlessly devoured it as a boy at Lancing – it dealt sensitively and honestly
(and, no doubt, a little sentimentally) with romantic attachments
between boys at a fictional public school. The Establishment of the day
reacted to the book with predictable horror and dismay; and Alec Waugh
(and even his father, Arthur Waugh) were struck off the roll of Sherborne
Old Boys. Clearly, this placed an unbridgeable barrier between Evelyn
Waugh and Sherborne; and so a replacement was hurriedly sought and
found by Arthur Waugh, who, ‘with a minimum of deliberation’, as his
son later remarked, and largely on the grounds that Evelyn was a pious
child, casually picked Lancing.


I was also, for a time, down for my older brother’s school, a rather
fearsome (to me) and notoriously spartan naval academy called Kelly
College in Devon. As the odd one out in a rather robust family, under-sized,
near-sighted and unaccountably bookish, I rather doubted my ability
to carry out (or even survive) the Kelly initiation ritual, which consisted
of running with a heavy stone up some tor on Dartmoor and adding
it to a teetering cairn. I was receiving an excellent early education at the
British Boys’ School in Alexandria in Egypt, at which British boys were
notably thin on the ground; and the plan was for me to take my Common
Entrance exam from there, to which end I was being privately tutored
in Latin by a portly and amiable Welsh Presbyterian minister. However,
Colonel Nasser and Anthony Eden, through whose living-room, as his
wife plaintively remarked, flowed the Suez Canal, had other ideas; and my
mother and I were evacuated on the last boat out before the Suez invasion,
thus arriving back in England a full two years ahead of schedule. Faced
with this conundrum, my father, harassed by the RAF, which was dropping
inaccurate bombs in order to establish a no-fly zone, picked, with
no deliberation at all, indeed with a pin, a prep school in Reigate called
Hillside, a school he had no means of knowing was on its very last legs.
All the same, as chance would have it, the headmaster’s son was an OL:
which meant that the newish headmaster of Lancing, John Dancy, came
down the following summer to award the prizes. I won a prize for Greek,
a new subject at the school, which I may have been attracted to because
I’d been impressed by the dazzling linguistic abilities of my classmates in
Alexandria, compared to the truculent insularity of the English. In any
event, John Dancy arranged to meet me and in the course of a short, but,
for me, momentous conversation, kindly asked if I would consider sitting
for a scholarship to Lancing. Lancing was more expensive than Kelly, but
the scholarship helped and my father resolved to meet the expense. So my
arrival at Lancing was even flukier – but a good deal more positive – than
Evelyn Waugh’s: I actually wanted to go there.


In his autobiography A Little Learning, Evelyn Waugh describes his
time at Lancing, which covered the last grim years of the First World
War and its immediate aftermath, as ‘the most dismal period in history
for an English schoolboy’ and defines the school’s ethos as that ‘of some
beleaguered, enervated and forgotten garrison’. In one of his earliest
letters from Oxford he says: ‘I leave my bitterest curse upon Lancing.’
And yet he had a relatively successful Lancing career and left as editor
of the school magazine and president of the Debating Society. I achieved
neither of these positions, nor anything approaching them and was only
made a House-captain (a subject of much feverish speculation in Waugh’s
Lancing diaries) in my last half-term; but for some reason I look back on
my time at Lancing with considerably more approval and affection than
Waugh. It’s true I shudder at the memory of school food: my friend and
contemporary Roger Dancey and I unwillingly competed in the number
of greyish and congealing meals we left untouched. Even so, I’m not sure
I would ever have gone as far as Evelyn Waugh, who wrote: ‘the food in
Hall would have provoked mutiny in a mid-Victorian poor-house.’


Waugh’s time at Lancing is far more fully documented in diaries and
autobiography than his time at Oxford, for which we probably need to
consult Brideshead Revisited; and, preparing this talk, I was struck by the
number of ways in which his and my concerns and preoccupations at
school coincide and contrast. Take, for example, the matter of the Corps.
This, more than any other facet of school life, aroused Waugh’s anger
and contempt. ‘We pretended that we were inspired by high motives of
pacifism,’ he later wrote, but in fact it was the ludicrous self-importance
and mindless regimentation of the OTC that made it a target of his fine
instinct for subversion and what he himself called, however unlikely it
may seem in view of the irascible Conservative country gentleman he
turned himself into, his ‘bolshevism’. This took the form of deliberate
and ‘ostentatious incompetence’, persuading his entire platoon to go
on parade with one polished and one muddy boot, and so on. Unfortunately,
this strategy eventually came undone when it was conveyed to
Waugh that continuing in this vein would mean sacrificing his chances of
becoming a House-captain. At this point, with a deviousness that Waugh
later characterised as ‘caddish’, he disingenuously persuaded his House
that it would be the height of subversiveness and demonstrate how easy
and meaningless such victories were, to make a sudden last-minute effort
to win the coveted Platoon Shield. The plan failed in that Head’s house,
despite pulling out all the stops, came third in the competition; but it succeeded
in that Waugh was immediately made a House-captain.


My own subversion of the Corps, by contrast, was effortless and indeed
inadvertent. No amount of conspiratorial planning could have contrived
the occasion on which, jumping from the river-bank into a camouflaged
rubber dinghy, I managed to somehow dislodge the stopper,
causing the vessel to sink slowly and ignominiously mid-river; nor could
anything but alphabetical mischance have caused the single disastrous
bullet-hole in the outer ring, which destroyed the otherwise perfect score
of a future Bisley champion (his name was Harrison), while my own target
remained pristine and unmarked. Finally, there was the matter of the
inspection by Field-Marshal Montgomery. Put in command of the day’s
final attack, I dispatched the least physically co-ordinated man in my
platoon to the ridge of the hill, with orders to wave his handkerchief at
the approach of the Field-Marshal. Tragically, overcome by a ferocious
sneeze, he whipped out his handkerchief and prematurely unleashed the
attack; so that when the Field-Marshal hove into view, he was greeted
with the sight of boys ambling back towards him with their Bren gun or
frankly stretched out on their backs chewing blades of grass. Later, addressing
the school in the Lower Quad, Montgomery praised the keenness 
and efficacy of the Corps in general, but felt it his melancholy duty
to draw attention to a single disgraceful incident which had marred his
otherwise favourable impression.


Describing Lancing Chapel, Waugh wrote: ‘I know of no more spectacular
post-Reformation ecclesiastical building in the kingdom.’ He
certainly had the leisure to draw this conclusion, since, in his day, there
was compulsory attendance at chapel fifteen times a week. ‘I have heard
the complaint’, he wrote, ‘that this was excessive. I never found it so.’ By
the early 60s, when I was a pupil here, this had been reduced to eight
times a week: but I did find it excessive – even though I always enjoyed
the music, a pleasure to which Waugh was impervious. And there was
another real point of difference between us: Waugh writes, ‘I defied convention
by kneeling at the incarnatus in the creed at Holy Communion.
This had been my habit at St Jude’s. It was not done at Lancing... No one
ever commented on this singularity... At Lancing there was a respect for
religion.’ I, on the other hand, for some reason I can’t at this point quite
remember, decided, towards the end of my time at Lancing, that I no
longer wished to kneel in chapel. It wasn’t that I had become any kind of
a militant atheist. Religion was always important to Evelyn Waugh, even
though, at Lancing, he was passing through an aggressively agnostic
stage; whereas I had always regarded religion, since it dealt with matters
which were by definition beyond my ken, with a kind of benign indifference.
Nevertheless, I began to resent regularly falling to my knees in the
cavernous acreage of the Chapel. I was quite happy to attend the services
and to lean forward respectfully against the pew in front of me at the
appropriate moments, but something about the symbolic subjection of
kneeling must have troubled me. Unfortunately, this singularity on my
part was commented on. I was asked solicitously if I had sustained an
injury or suffered from housemaid’s knee, whether I required perhaps
a note from Matron. My stubborn insistence on this inexplicable but
clearly ideologically-motivated idiosyncrasy caused some mild consternation,
before being reluctantly tolerated. But the fact it was tolerated
did not mean it went unnoticed.


Certainly, however many other faults were to be found in the Lancing
of 1920 or thereabouts, the atmosphere at the school was conducive to
writing. Waugh began a novel, which he then seems to have abandoned,
and in the summer of 1921, he wrote a play, now lost1, called Conversion.
This, he told his Diary, was ‘a tremendous success’ and the reactions, including
those of the dashing French teacher, J F Roxburgh, who spoke of
‘a touch of genius’, were ‘awfully cheering’. I’m amused by the thought
that Evelyn Waugh, who wrote a play at Lancing, thereafter wrote nothing
but novels, whereas I, who have spent my life writing drama, wrote
my only novel while I was at the school. It was – and this is my first point
of kinship, earlier referred to, with Alec Waugh – an attempt to deal sensitively
and honestly (and, no doubt, a little sentimentally) with romantic
attachments between boys at a fictional public school. It was rejected, I
think correctly, by a number of London publishers, one or two of whom
took the trouble to point out to me that in view of my obvious youth, it
was not too late to set my sights on some alternative and useful profession
– although Frank Pike, of Faber and Faber, retained a sufficiently
favourable memory of it to follow up on me when he read a review of my
first play. A word about the novel’s subsequent fate: for the first 25 years
of my career, I was lucky enough to be represented by the celebrated and
formidable play agent, Margaret Ramsay. Sometime in the 80s there was
a fire in her office. I phoned to commiserate; and she told me that a good
portion of her archive had been destroyed. ‘All the same, dear,’ she went
on, brightening, ‘it’s not all bad news: your novel went up.’


I think it’s worth saying that, during my time at Lancing, writing and
the other arts were not merely tolerated, they were actively encouraged.
I took the first 50 pages of my novel, genuinely uncertain as to their quality,
to my equivalent of J F Roxburgh, my French teacher, Harry Guest.
I absolutely must continue with the novel, he said, flatteringly comparing
it to Iris Murdoch, a heady analogy, if somewhat confusing, since on
other occasions I had heard him be more than a little disobliging about
her work. Still, I’m certain his encouragement was crucial; without it, I
would never have had the necessary perseverance to complete a piece of
work which was by no means short (and written, as I recall, on looted
examination paper). I think I need to emphasise how unusual it was, in
the climate of the early 60s, for a novel by a 16-year-old boy – which dealt
fairly explicitly with subjects and used language the Lord Chamberlain
would not have allowed to be heard in the theatre at that time – to be
commended in glowing terms rather than be a subject for censure and
disgrace. There was no doubt that, theatrically as well, the school was
in those days on the cutting edge. We had readings of Pinter and performances
of Beckett. We watched films by Buñuel and Bergman. In the
open-air theatre, which we built ourselves in the summer, in a state of
post-exam euphoria, in addition to the expected Shakespeares, plays
were mounted in French, German and Classical Greek. I myself, before
my voice had broken, landed the title role in a production in German
of Goethe’s Iphigenie auf Tauris, a part longer than Hamlet, for which
I received my first review in a national newspaper, from the critic of the
Times Educational Supplement, who remarked that, as far as he could establish,
this was the first production the play had received in England in
the Twentieth Century; and that now he had seen it, he could understand
why. All this ferment was, I think, not something that was going on in
other public schools all over the country in the early 60s; it was particular
to Lancing and those of us who were artistically inclined were in no way
made to feel self-conscious or freakish, as I’m sure was the case in a good
many educational establishments. On the contrary, we were indulged,
cheered on and given our head.


At the end of March, 1921, Evelyn Waugh was summoned by his
housemaster (or ‘House-tutor’, as they were then known) and, according
to his Diary, given the choice between becoming a House-captain
and leaving the school. As we’ve heard, he chose the former option. In
December of that year, he gained a scholarship to Hertford College, Oxford.
He could have stayed on at Lancing, but chose, indeed was anxious,
to leave immediately, and took the unusual step of starting right away at
Oxford, even though that meant going up in January, in the Hilary Term,
instead of taking the conventional route and starting in the autumn, in
the Michaelmas Term.


My own case can hardly have been more different.


In December, 1963, I took the Oxford entrance exam and had been
accepted by New College to read French with German. For some reason,
the accepted belief at the school was that if you wanted to read English
or Science, Cambridge was the place; whereas Modern Linguists and
Historians were expected to try for Oxford. Thus my lifelong colleague
David Hare went off to Cambridge to read English. I had intended to
read English myself, but another momentous conversation, this time
with Harry Guest, changed my mind. Harry argued that in the course
of time I would read most of the books on the English syllabus, or at any
rate those that might be of value to me, whereas reading French and German,
though quite possibly more demanding, would give me perpetual
access to two other literatures. I don’t think I’ve ever had better advice;
and to this day, French and German writing and history have remained
very close to the centre of my work.


In any event, having got in to Oxford, I was very much looking forward
to two terms of agreeable loafing about, putting on and acting in plays
and generally taking advantage of my status as a non-kneeling House-captain.
My father was, by this time, working in Zanzibar and very much
welcomed the idea of my being supervised in his absence. It was at this
point that I was summoned by my housemaster, Bernard Fielding, for an
end of term chat. The atmosphere was relaxed; tea, or even sherry, may
have been served. Bernard began with a series of complimentary remarks
about my time at the school and comforting predictions about how much
I would enjoy Oxford. Then I thought I heard him say: ‘In view of all this,
I think it would be better, for you as well as the school, if you were to leave
us at the end of this term.’ I expect I blinked and frowned. I was replaying
what he’d said in my head. And yes, no matter which way up you looked
at it or how you held it up to the light, there were no two ways about it. I
was not being offered, as Evelyn Waugh had been, a choice; this was the
Alec Waugh option; I was being expelled.


This was a complicated matter: though not, as I recall, for my father
who was, very simply, appalled. Bernard had, he went on to explain, already
written to my father setting out the reasons for his decision. I can’t
recall whether or not I ever had sight of this letter; all I remember was
that it was, on the whole, largely positive in tone. There may have been
some references to the fact that some unspecific aura of insubordination
emanated from me; but generally it stuck to Bernard’s already stated
position: that my departure from the school would be a good thing all
round, particularly for me.


I spent Christmas with my grandmother, drifted between relatives,
spent time with my brother, who now shared a flat in Earl’s Court with
several Australians, got a job in a factory, went to Paris and finished my
novel, took another job with City & Guilds of London, and finally, again
like Evelyn Waugh, found a place teaching, at a prep school near Stratford-
upon-Avon.


Let me describe my unforeseen gap year in a little more detail: the
factory found for me by the Labour Exchange was called Transformers
and Rectifiers; and the job, pure manual labour, consisted of moving thin
sheets of heavy metal from one location to another in a biting January
wind. Thick gloves with rivets set into them prevented the sheet metal
from slipping out of your hands or cutting them to shreds; still, the steel
was surprisingly difficult to manoeuvre and every morning there were
muscles aching I hadn’t previously known I’d possessed. Another requirement
of the job was carrying lengths of pipe, curved at the end, up
ladder-staircases to a kind of loft, where they had to be graded by size,
stacked and oiled. This eventually proved beyond my competence. One
day I confused the sizes, stacked larger pipes on top of smaller and then
watched in horror as the top layers of pipe slid off in slow motion and
cascaded down through the trap-door on to the factory floor. Fortunately,
none of them hit the man who was operating a circular saw immediately
below; but the accident was enough to get me my cards: for the first
time, but by no means the last, I was fired.



I’d managed to save, from my salary of £11 a week, about £30; and
armed with this, I decided to hitch-hike to Paris and put the finishing
touches to my novel. This plan failed to take into account that the French
government had just passed a law against picking up hitch-hikers; so, after
two Arctic nights sleeping in fields (it was February) I was obliged to
cut into my funds and take the train, which, mortifyingly, obliged me to
change at Boulogne, where I had landed two days before. In Paris, I went
to a very cheap hotel in the Latin Quarter, recommended to me by Tim
Rice, and took the cheapest of their rooms, the main disadvantage of
which was the condition that, if the hotel was full, I would have to agree
to share the bed. Fortunately, this only happened once.


Under normal circumstances, my parents would never have allowed
this adventure. As it happened, though, there had been rather a bloody
revolution in Zanzibar and my family – including my brother, who had
gone out to visit – were worryingly incommunicado for a couple of
weeks, just long enough for me to be able to slip away. In Paris, I found
it was possible to live on around 75p a day – including the hotel room,
which was about 30p. The remainder would buy a cup of coffee, a baguette,
a hunk of Brie and a litre of wine, plus the occasional cinema or
metro ticket. All the same, inexorably, the money was running out; and
towards the end of the month I was there, I realised I would have to find
some work, if only to pay for my ticket back to London. In those days, the
thing to do was to go and stand, at night, on the pavements of Les Halles,
the vegetable market, where eventually you would be hired, for cash and
no questions asked, to unload lorries of fruit and veg. You could also expect
to find carrots or apples in the gutter, which, given a bit of a rub-up,
were perfectly edible. And if it was a good night, you could earn enough
to treat yourself, as dawn broke, to a delicious bowl of onion soup. More
official jobs were impossible to come by, thanks to the elegant French
system of not giving foreigners jobs unless they had work permits and
not giving them work permits unless they had jobs. Still, at the end of
the month, I found a job scrubbing the flagstones of the British Embassy
church in preparation for the visit of the Duke of Edinburgh, which paid
me enough (I’d finished my novel now) to buy my ticket home at the Gare
du Nord.


Back in London, I moved in with my brother and his Australian flatmates
and got a job with City & Guilds of London. The task here was
to count out batches of exam papers, parcel them up and send them out
to schools all over the country. This was soul-destroyingly tedious, far
less intellectually stimulating than working in the factory or even unloading
vegetables: still, it was not physically exhausting, which meant
I had enough remaining energy to be able to write in the evenings. The
rejection slips for the novel were already piling up; and so, with the ignorance
and arrogance of youth, I thought I might as well try a play. I didn’t
know much about the theatre, indeed I’d probably been in more plays
than I had seen: but school outings had been arranged to Chichester
where I saw Laurence Olivier and Michael Redgrave in a legendary version
of Uncle Vanya, a play I later translated myself for the Royal Court;
and, most importantly, to London, to see Paul Scofield in Peter Brook’s
production of King Lear, one of our A-level texts. This production was a
revelation to me: I travelled back to Lancing in the coach wondering for
the first time what it might be like to spend a life working in the theatre.
In any case, the play I wrote, which was called When Did You Last See My
Mother?, was written fast and casually, mostly in the evenings after work,
either in the flat or, if the Australians were in boisterous mood, in the
quieter ambience of the pub. When I’d finished it, I had no idea what to
do with it. You couldn’t send it to a publisher and, apart from the Royal
Court and the Hampstead Theatre, neither of which I had the courage to
approach, there were no theatres in London which put on new plays. So
I stuffed the play away in a drawer until an opportunity arose, eighteen
months later, to mount it at Oxford.


It was late spring by now and I decided a teaching job might get me
through the summer. After a few unsuccessful interviews (I was 18,
but looked about 12), I landed a job teaching French at a prep school in
Shipston-on-Stour, near Stratford, in a remote corner of Warwickshire.
Though not entirely insensible to the pleasures and rewards of teaching
(it was extremely gratifying helping to get boys through their exams),
I found the extra-mural side of things – standing thigh-deep in freezing
water trying to teach terrified small boys to swim, umpiring listless
cricket matches – not really to my taste. The school was by no means as
grim and outlandish as the establishment in Wales described in Decline
and Fall, which almost drove Evelyn Waugh to suicide; still, I began to
long for my Tuesday afternoons off when I would walk three miles to
the bus stop, catch a bus into Stratford and go to see whichever of Peter
Hall’s Wars of the Roses (four of Shakespeare’s History plays, cross-cast
with extraordinary actors in a ground-breaking production) happened
to be playing at the Festival Theatre. It was a summer which confirmed
my growing and apparently impractical desire to work in the theatre.


I didn’t of course know it at the time, but these were to be the only
salaried jobs I ever did in my life. In the course of this invaluable year
I had learned – what? That teaching was not for me, that clerical work
demanded a particular kind of zen-like detachment, that manual labour
was far too intricate and demanding for me. I had also finished a novel
and written a play and slowly come to the realisation that I probably
would have to be a writer. It was all I was good for. And who did I have to
thank for this series of essential life-lessons, if not Bernard Fielding and
Lancing College, who had had the foresight and the imagination to expel
me? This may sound like a joke, but I mean it quite seriously. I can’t deny
that I was indignant and resentful at the time, bearing my martyrdom in
what I thought was a restrained and dignified way; but now, looking back
through the perspective of what has turned out against all odds to be a
long career in theatre and film, I can see that swanning about Lancing for
two terms, putting on plays and smoking cigarettes behind the Biology
Lab would have taught me next to nothing, compared to my ten months
out in the world. So I’d like to take this opportunity of formally thanking
all those who were involved in expelling me.


Naturally, being expelled is not the only thing I have to thank Lancing
for. The teaching – Harry Guest, Donald Bancroft, Bernard Fielding,
many others – was exemplary: wide-ranging, demanding and rigorous.
Above all, the atmosphere of open-minded enquiry, of benevolent scepticism
and unruffled tolerance was the strongest kind of foundation for
the trials ahead, otherwise known as life. Believe in what you believe with
the greatest possible conviction but also believe in the next man’s right to
believe in something completely different. Battered and often derided as
the ideals of humanism were in the course of a brutal century, they still
survive today, largely thanks to the kinds of ideas that were held to be
important in places like Lancing.


* * *


Towards the end of his life, Evelyn Waugh wrote this in his Diary: ‘A
youth wearing Lancing colours presented himself at 11 a.m. asking
whether I would like to hear news of the old school. Sent him away.’
This entry comes shortly after the breakdown Waugh suffered and the
strange delusions described in The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold: so the youth
may have been a hallucination. In any event, though this should not be
construed as any kind of an invitation, I hope I shall always be pleased to
hear news of the old school.



Footnotes


1. Alexander Waugh tells me that a copy of the play does, in fact, still exist. It
has been published.






 James Womack
Sheep’s Clothing: Tom Wolfe’s Fiction

 In ‘Stalking the Billion-Footed Beast’ (1989), which serves as a post facto
introduction to The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), Tom Wolfe reiterates
his polemical introduction to The New Journalism (1973): viz. the American
novel is much weakened by its flight from what he calls ‘realism’ (a
better word might be ‘facts’), and if American novelists are to survive,
they need to face up to the world.

The imagination of the novelist is powerless before what
he knows he’s going to read in tomorrow morning’s newspaper.
But a generation of American writers has drawn
precisely the wrong conclusion from that perfectly valid
observation. The answer is not to leave the rude beast, the
material, also known as the life around us, to the journalists
but to do what journalists do, or are supposed to do,
which is to wrestle the beast and bring it to terms.

This joyfully mixed metaphor is a little confusing. What might Wolfe
mean by bringing real life ‘to terms’?


The kind of novel Wolfe envisions is all-encompassing, ‘a big novel,
cramming as much of New York City between covers as you could’. It
is written by a writer with a mission to represent the here-and-now of
a great city, ‘to know what truly presses upon the heart of the individual,
white or non-white, living in the metropolis in the last decade of the
twentieth century’. It is a novel based on legwork:

A book about New York in the 1980s would have to deal
with New York high and low. So I chose Wall Street as the
high end of the scale and the South Bronx as the low. I knew a
few more people on Wall Street than in the South Bronx, but
both were terrae incognitae as far as my own experience was
concerned. I headed forth into I knew not exactly what. Any
big book about New York, I figured, should have at least one
subway scene. I started riding the subways in the Bronx.


Wolfe traces this concept back to Balzac and Zola, Dickens and Thackeray,
who wrote novels ‘of Paris’ and ‘of London’ in the same way Wolfe
wants to write a novel of New York.


Wolfe’s insistence on covering ground, on getting into the environment
of the novel, derives from the idea that the novel requires material: a
young writer might think that ‘95 per cent of literary genius is the unique
talent that is secure inside some sort of crucible in his skull and 5 per cent
is the material, the clay his talent will mould’, whereas the proportions in
fact are ‘more on the order of 65 per cent material and 35 per cent the
talent in the sacred crucible’. Another confusing metaphor, but it reveals
that on one level the most important thing about a novel for Wolfe is the
information it conveys. In Ezra Pound’s terms, Wolfe is more interested
in telling us the news than in making sure it stays news.


There are a few obvious ripostes: Tom Stoppard, in an interview from
2004, points out that:

One has seen quite a few good documentary drama plays
where you’re shown just what happened and what people
said as near as one can endeavour that way. And what I remember
thinking and feeling and I still feel the same way
now, is that there’s something disappointing, something
missing, if that’s all you manage to do. So I’m intensely encouraged
and cheered up by finding things which are not
happening on the level of history, but which are happening
on an entirely different level, like the penknife [a recurring
theme and prop in Stoppard’s play Voyage], because they
seem to me to save the play. To put it another way, they
make it a play. The odd bit of artifice, odd bit of shimmer in
the silk, I think saves the situation for the writer.

Literature is more than reportage, and the extent to which it is more than
reportage is what makes it literature. Equally, in 1975, in direct response to
Wolfe’s ‘New Journalism’ essay and the anthology that accompanied it, Angela
Carter made the distinction between the material and the finished novel:

Rarely can such a period have been so well or so lovingly
documented, nor with such a deadpan lack of obvious moralising.
Under the gratuitous nastiness of Ed Saunders’s
book about the Manson Family glimmer the sulphurous
bones of a novel waiting for a Dostoevsky or a Melville to
flesh out with horror and pity. ‘Thanks a lot, Ed. Wouldn’t
have liked to have done that kind of research, myself.’

But perhaps the key argument against Wolfe comes from Wolfe himself.
In ‘Stalking the Billion-Footed Beast’ (sorry to give it so much play, but
it’s a gift that keeps on giving), Wolfe pokes fun at something the experimental
novelist John Hawkes said, that ‘the true enemies of the novel were
plot, character, setting, and theme’. So, these things are important for the
kind of novel he wishes to write. But how are they important? Primarily
as a way of setting up the information dump. If the attributes of realistic
fiction are employed in the service of telling us about a city, rather than
giving us characters, or situations, or involving themes, it is not surprising
that Wolfe’s latest novel, Back to Blood (2012), has passages like this:

Shortly before 1:00 p.m. the next afternoon, Nestor had
just entered the University of Miami campus in his Camaro
for his rendezvous, or whatever it was, with Ghislaine Lantier.
::::::¡Santa Barranza!:::::: He had no history of deriving
aesthetic pleasure from landscaping and horticulture, but
now not even he could fail to notice ::::::This place is a real
piece of work!::::::

Or this Russian character’s reaction to an advert, showcasing Wolfe’s
use of idiolect and accent:

A deep baritone voice-over says, ‘Smooth… powerful…
fast-working, and always on target… That’s the promise
of… ANASOL’… Simultaneously the name ANASOL
fills the screen.


‘Anasol…’ said Yevgeni. ‘What is the Anasol?’

A rule of thumb: if you find yourself writing the phrases ‘He had no history
of deriving aesthetic pleasure from landscaping and horticulture’, or
‘Anasol… What is the Anasol?’ then stop. Stop now. Step away from the
keyboard. Take a break. Wolfe’s worship of realism comes at the price of
abandoning the realistic. Nobody talks like that. Nobody thinks like that.


Wolfe makes relatively few pronouncements about his writing — beyond
the value of the ‘intensely realistic novel, based upon reporting, that
plunges wholeheartedly into the social reality of America today, right
now’. His artistic statements normally take the form of incitements or
provocations. A later essay, ‘My Three Stooges’, collected in Hooking Up
(2000), lays into the writers John Updike, Norman Mailer and John Irving
for their refusal to join in the general chorus of approval that accompanied
A Man in Full (1998): ‘A Man in Full had frightened them.’ Wolfe
indulges in a six-page ‘summary’ (no doubt he could write at even greater
length about his own brilliance and hard work) of the appearance and
reception of the novel. It ends as follows:


They were waiting for me [in Atlanta]—in lines at the bookstores.
My first night in town, at the Borders bookstore in
Buckhead, I signed books for 2,300 people in four hours. Borders
is a vast place, but the line spilled out onto the sidewalk
on Lenox Road. The book sold so rapidly, it didn’t have to
climb its way up the New York Times bestseller list. It jumped
on at number one and stayed at number one for ten weeks,
throughout the Christmas season and well beyond. It sold in
hardcover like a paperback bestseller, at a rate three to four
times that of the usual number-one bestselling hardcover.
Not only did the huge first printing [1.2 million copies] sell
out, but so did seven subsequent editions of 25,000 each.



It’s uncomfortable being compelled to sum things up so
baldly [Wolfe doesn’t sound very uncomfortable to me], but
here, in as few words as possible, is what we have: a critically
acclaimed novel selling at an astonishing clip in a blaze
of publicity.


You could say the same about Dan Brown’s egregious The Lost Symbol,
including the one about the book’s critical acclaim: The New York Times,
for example, said of Brown’s book that ‘he’s bringing sexy back to a genre
that had been left for dead’, something which is at least as meaningful
as the criticism Wolfe cites of A Man in Full—‘no writer […] is getting
the Zeitgeist on paper better than Tom Wolfe’, and so on. Also, Brown’s
novel had, and sold out, a first print-run of 6.5 million copies.


Some of this boasting seems a little desperate: ‘For the first time in
its history Time printed its logo, the famous TIME, in white against a
white background, with only a grey undershading to let you know the
four letters were even there’ – a reference to Wolfe’s famous white suit.
And in any case, why this defensive shield of numbers and critics, money
and fame?


Reading all of Wolfe’s published books in order is a dispiriting exercise.
The overall impression is of a gradual loss of interest. We call this
growing old: the same thing famously happened to Wordsworth and
Coleridge and Yeats. Wolfe is now 81. It would be difficult to hope for
another book as engrossing as The Right Stuff (1979).


As an example of the decay of his powers, consider buttocks. Wolfe’s
first book, The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (1965)
contains a well-rounded analysis of ‘buttock décolletage’:

On the streets of Las Vegas, not only the show girls, of
which the town has about two hundred fifty, bona fide, in
residence, but girls of every sort, including, especially, Las
Vegas’ little high-school buds, who adorn what locals seeking
roots in the sand call ‘our city of churches and schools,’
have taken up the chic of wearing buttocks décolletage
step-ins under flesh-tight slacks, with the outline of the undergarment
showing through fashionably. Others go one
better. They achieve the effect of having been dipped once,
briefly, in Helenca stretch nylon. More and more they look
like those wonderful old girls out of Flash Gordon who
were wrapped just once over in Baghdad pantaloons of
clear polythene with only Flash Gordon between them
and the insane red-eyed assaults of the minions of Ming.

This is prose that does exactly what Wolfe wants to do on a larger scale
with his novels, to bring together various opposed currents: the flick of
reported speech in ‘bona fide’, the biblical echo of ‘seeking roots in the
sand’, the comic comic-book mention of the ‘minions of Ming’. It is also
genuinely poised and amusing writing: the punning ‘briefly’, for example,
is perfectly positioned for, ahem, emphasis and uplift.


Now take Back to Blood. Here is a scene set during the Columbus Day
Regatta, an event that culminates in an orgy:

Half the girls dancing on the decks, all the decks, had on
thongs… cleaving their buttocks into perfect melons just
ripe enough for the picking… and that girl right there, not
ten feet away, climbing out of the water up the ladder of
that two-deck motor launch—her buttocks, her backside,
her… her… her ass—no other word comes right out and
says it—her ass has swallowed her sling-low red thong so
completely, Magdalena can hardly see that it exists at all…

A much less considered piece of writing, it works on far fewer rhetorical
levels. And it is impossible to justify its relative coarseness simply by
claiming that it is prose filtered through the perspective of a character,
Magdalena (although Wolfe, ever the gentleman, regularly insists on
her ignorance of basic words). The phrase ‘Melons just ripe enough for
the plucking’ is textbook porno-speak. It is also difficult to imagine the
relatively innocent (or at least easily shocked) Magdalena thinking about
asses in this manner.


But the worst piece of buttock-related writing in Back to Blood is an
onomatopoeic scene in a strip club: ‘she thrust her pudenda and pumped
her pudenda and threw her arms back and the little yellow jacket flew
off and BEAT thung CROTCH thung TAIL thung CRACK thung PERI
thung NEUM thung she sinks to the stage right in front of John Smith’. I
read most of Back to Blood with Thom Gunn’s ‘Lines for My 55th Birthday’
running through my head: ‘The love of old men is not worth a lot, /
Desperate and dry even when it is hot. / You cannot tell what is enthusiasm
/ And what involuntary clawing spasm.’


Wolfe’s early writing, up to and including The Right Stuff, is not as
desperate as this, not as Viagric. The immense loss of quality, and quality
control, happens in the journey between Wolfe’s non-fiction and his
novels. In ‘Stalking the Billion-Footed Beast,’ Wolfe touches on one of
his key weaknesses. Typically, he doesn’t see it as a weakness, he sees it
as something overcome:


‘[When starting to write fiction,] I was soon plunged into despair.
One very obvious matter I had not reckoned with: In
nonfiction you are very conveniently provided with the setting
and the characters and the plot. You now have the task—and
it is a huge one—of bringing it all alive as convincingly as the
best of realistic fiction. But you don’t have to concoct the story.
Indeed, you can’t. I found the sudden freedom of fiction intimidating.
It was at least a year before I felt comfortable enough
to use that freedom’s advantages, which are formidable.


But what makes his early, book-length works of journalism so formidable
is observation. The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968), Wolfe’s narrative
of Ken Kesey’s life and work up until Kesey’s imprisonment in 1966,
works so well because he does not have to worry about the plot and
therefore can devote himself to recording the detail of scenes. The Electric
Kool-Aid Acid Test is a perfect fit of writer to material: the bacchanalia of
Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters is well served by Wolfe’s pumped-up,
exclamation-friendly prose. Wolfe throughout is a disembodied intelligence,
giving us verbatim accounts of the behaviour and feelings of the whole crew
– occasionally inside the acid-addled consciousnesses of his protagonists.
The book is a series of vignettes, a more interesting version of On The Road.
For example, at one point Kesey and Co. travel to a Beatles concert:


Each group of musicians that goes off the stage—the horde
thinks now the Beatles, but the Beatles don’t come, some
other group appears, and the sea of girls gets more and
more intense and impatient and the screaming gets higher,
and the thought slips into Norman’s flailing flash-fryed
brain stem ::: the human lung cannot go beyond this :::: and
yet when the voice says And now—the Beatles—what else
could he say?—and out they come on stage—them—John
and George and Ringo and uh the other one—it might well
have been four imported vinyl dolls for all it was going to
matter—that sound he thinks cannot get higher, it doubles,
his eardrums ring like stamped metal with it and suddenly
Ghhhhhhwooooooooowwwwww, it is like the whole thing
has snapped, and the whole front section of the arena becomes
a writhing, seething mass of little girls waving their
arms in the air, this mass of pink arms, it is all you can see, it
is like a single colonial animal with a thousand waving pink
tentacles—it is a single colonial animal with a thousand
waving pink tentacles—vibrating poison madness and filling
the universe with the teeny agony torn out of them.


The prose here, with its pauses and backtrackings and onomatopoeia
and psychedelia, is extremely well-suited to Wolfe’s needs: we read this
and have a clear idea of the mind of the man in the drug scene, observing
‘John and George and Ringo and uh the other one’ and seeing the crowd
transform into some kind of Lovecraftian emanation.


The Wolfe of the 1960s and 1970s is extremely versatile: the book-length
trip of The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test is quantitatively different
from the more macho The Right Stuff. Yet after being filtered through
Wolfe’s prose, the straight-laced trainee astronauts in the early days of
the Apollo programme are recognisably kin to Kesey’s hippies. Here is
Pete Conrad, test pilot, having to go downstairs mid-enema. He’s following
an orderly in red cowboy boots.

Out into the corridor they go, an ordinary public corridor,
the full-moon hunchback and the red cowboy boots, amid
men, women, children, nurses, nuns, the lot. The red cowboy
boots are beginning to trot along like mad. The orderly
is no fool. He’s been through this before. He’s been through
the whole disaster. He’s seen the explosions. Time is of the
essence. There’s a hunchback stick of dynamite behind
him. To Conrad it becomes more incredible every step of
the way. They actually have to go down in an elevator—full
of sane people—and do their crazy tango through another
public hallway—agog with normal human beings—before
finally reaching the goddamned john.


Wolfe’s view of the world: comically exaggerated but essentially faithful
to the detail of the events it describes. Both on the level of the throw-away
phrase (‘full-moon hunchback’) and on the larger thematic level (the trip
to the toilet with an enema tube in place is obviously a mise-en-abîme of
the rocket programme itself), this is another example of the success of
Wolfe’s journalistic technique.


However, what can be joyous in Wolfe’s non-fictional works becomes
tedious in his fiction. Angela Carter identified Wolfe as a ‘dandy’ in 1975,
before The Bonfire of the Vanities. The last 25 years show that Wolfe’s
dandyism, his polished enjoyment of bad jokes and scatological humour,
was only ever a shell. When Wolfe has to provide the meat as well as the
garnish, the novelistic substance as well as the stylistic fioriatura, he is as
doctrinaire a moralist as Samuel Smiles. When this moralising is combined
with Wolfe’s repetitiveness—ideas, themes, even phrases recur
between novels—the overall result is depressing.


Joyce Grenfell has a sketch, ‘Writer of Children’s Books’, that parodies
Enid Blyton. All the writer of children’s books has to do is close her
eyes and the book starts to write itself:


I see a rambling old house in Cornwall. And I hear seagulls—
and I see children—one—two—three children—scrambling
up the cliffs, because they are very nearly late for tea.
And their names are Jennifer-Ann, and Robin-John, and
the little one is called Midge—because he is the littlest one.
Oh yes, he has a proper name. It’s Anthony Timothy Jeremy
Michael, and he doesn’t like porridge—but we won’t
tell anyone, will we? And I sit there, and I type and type,
and as I do so I learn all about Jennifer-Ann’s unruly mob
of red curls, and her way with hedgehogs. […] Then all of a
sudden it’s dinner-time, and I rub my eyes and I find myself
back in my Hidey-Hole—and look!—a great pile of typed
pages on the table beside me. They must have written
themselves while the story told itself to me. And so I go on
till a book is made. And then I start another one. This time
it’s a rambling old house in Yorkshire, and I hear sheep-bells,
and I see children—three children—and their names
are Sara-Mary, Jonathan-Christopher, and the little one is
called Tiddler—because he is the littlest one.


This kept swimming to the front of my mind as I read Wolfe’s novels.
Wolfe’s polemic in ‘Stalking the Billion-Footed Beast’, coming at the moment
when he went from being primarily a journalist to being primarily a
novelist, was a setting-out of his stall. In retrospect, the essay is also an inadvertent
revelation of the formula for each of Wolfe’s subsequent novels: just
as much as Enid Blyton or Edward Rutherfurd (author of doorstopper novels
such as London, Dublin, New York and the forthcoming Paris), Wolfe’s
career as a novelist is based on repetition, the comforts of familiarity.


Coleridge wrote: ‘A single thought is that which it is from other
thoughts, as a wave of the sea takes its form and shape from the waves
which precede and follow it.’ In this case, we are not dealing with a particularly
turbulent ocean. It is not just that Wolfe recycles the plots of his
novels: that is an occupational hazard for a writer who explicitly refuses
to use the novel to talk about people, individuals, for whom the novel
is merely a guide to the ‘issues’ besetting a big city (New York in The
Bonfire of the Vanities, Atlanta in A Man in Full, Miami in Back to Blood)1 .
More disconcerting is Wolfe’s shorthand for characters’ personalities
and thoughts, even physique, which he jots down again and again.



For example, muscles. Adam, one of the campus nerds in I Am Charlotte
Simmons, goes to the gym to try to bulk up:


Between exercises, our dense fashion plates sneak looks
at themselves. They can’t even wait for the next exercise.
Look at that one over there… casually straightening his
arm down by his side… so he can sneak a look at the way
his triceps pop out… and that one… he’s pretending he’s
just stretching… so that he can make his latissimi dorsi
fan out like a giant stingray… and that one, over there…
pretending to rub his hands together at waist level… when
he’s really pressing them together with all his might so he
can watch the mighty pectoral muscles pop out…


Lawrence Kramer, a lawyer in The Bonfire of the Vanities:


He was balding the way a lot of professional football players
were balding. And his build… But this morning he lost
heart. Those powerful deltoids, those massive sloping trapezii,
those tightly bunched pectorals, those curving slabs
of meat, his biceps—they looked deflated.


Andriutti, a policeman in The Bonfire of the Vanities:


Andriutti liked the fact that when he reached around behind
one of his mighty arms with the other hand, it made
the widest muscles of his back, the lats, the latissima dorsae
[the version in the quotation from I Am Charlotte Simmons
is the correct one], fan out until they practically split his
shirt, and his pectorals hardened into a couple of mountains
of pure muscle.


Charlie Croker, the protagonist of A Man in Full:


For good measure, he flexed and fanned out the biggest
muscles of his back, the latissimi dorsi, in a Charlie Croker
version of a peacock or a turkey preening.

Nestor Camacho, the protagonist of Back to Blood:

He had been a skinny five-foot-seven kid when he first
thought about the police force. Today he was still five-seven,
but… in the mirror… five feet and seven inches’ worth
of big smooth rock formations, real Gibraltars, traps, delts,
lats, pecs, biceps, triceps, obliques, abs, glutes, quads—
dense!—and you want to know what was even better for the
upper body than weights? Climbing the fifty-five-foot-high
rope at Rodriguez’s “Ññññññooooooooooooo!!! Qué
Gym!,” as everybody called it, without using your legs.


This muscle-fixation is a trope that has its more modest origins in the
pair of essays published as Radical Chic and Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers
(1970). The ‘flak catchers’, bureaucrats whose job involves dealing
with the representatives of the San Francisco black gangs, display their
masculinity:


The white bureaucrats, and the black ones, too, walked in
trying to look as earthy and rugged as they could, in order
to be ‘with the people’. They tried to walk like football
players, like they had a keg of beer between their legs. […]
When they sat down they gave it that Honcho wide-open
spread when they crossed their legs, putting the right foot,
encased in a cordovan brogue, with a sole sticking out like a
rock ledge, on the left knee, as if the muscles in their thighs
were so big and stud-like that they couldn’t cross their legs
all the way if they tried.


But again, as with so much early (read, good) Wolfe, this is description
in the service of a story, interesting observation, rather than gratuitous
description to try to fill in the gap where a character should be.


Equally, a genuine interest in language and its effects in early Wolfe
turns, paradoxically enough, into both pickiness and slackness in his
novels. The Wolfe of the early journalism is a great coiner of phrases,
from ‘buttock décolletage’ upwards (my favourite is an aside in Radical
Chic: ‘fired up with a kind of nostalgie de that old-time religion’). Wolfe
the novelist has purged his style of that sense of enjoyment, and instead
gives us one of two things: demented repetition to describe heightened
emotional states, or pedantic transcription of speech.


Demented repetition. The police chief in Back to Blood is annoyed:


How much longer could he afford to let the Mayor fuck
with him like this before it came down to either losing all
claim to manhood—or else getting up, walking the six or
seven feet to where the Mayor was sitting, and yanking him
up out of his seat by his head of hair with one hand and
slapping him across his fucking brown face with the palm
of his hand and then the back of his hand the palm and then
the back the palm the back the palm the back palm back
palm back palm back palmbackpalmback until that brown
face turns red as a rare meatball and he’s sobbing because
he’d been totally humiliated by a Man—


Charlotte Simmons is upset:


She barely managed to get to the door, duck inside, close it—
take one look about—no Beverly!—thank you, God!—and dive
onto her bed and put the pillow over her head—to muffle the
sound—and give way to sobs sobs sobs sobs sobs sobs racking
racking racking racking racking racking convulsive sobs sobs
sobs sobs sobs with a polyester down pillow muffling her head.


In A Man in Full, a horse is aroused:


This magnificent engine was reduced to a single jerky,
spastic, convulsive, compulsive motion: rut rut rut rut rut
rut rut rut rut rut rut.


Pedantic transcription. Charlie Croker: ‘“This morning,” said Charlie,
“I’m only gonna shoot the bobs.” Morning came out close to moanin’, just
as something had come out sump’m.’


Charlotte Simmons’s father’s former boss: ‘“Everbody told me”—
everbuddy tole me—“you was smart, but I never knowed you could get up
and give a speech like that!” Like’at.’


Nestor Camacho’s Sergeant: ‘“Nestor, don’t let that big cózzucca
close that front door.” Cózzucca was the way many Latins, even those
fluent in English, pronounced “cocksucker.” Cózzucca was the way the
Sergeant himself pronounced it.’


Larry Kramer’s wife, Rhoda: ‘“Larry,” she said, “look at my fuh-head.
I think theh’s something theh, like a rash.”’


There is something nastily proscriptive behind this. A couple of paragraphs
after Rhoda’s request, Larry Kramer is thinking about the way
his wife talks: ‘She was an intellectual, or at least she seemed to be reading
a lot of the poetry of John Ashbery and Gary Snyder when he first
met her, and she had a lot to say about South Africa and Nicaragua. Nevertheless,
a forehead was a fuh-head, and there had no r at the end, but
saw did.’ Just as toned musculature is associated with virtue, not talking
proper is a sign of ignorance.



There are other repeated themes in the novels. Major characters in
both I Am Charlotte Simmons and A Man in Full are influenced by Classical
philosophy (Plato and Epictetus, respectively). Back to Blood and I Am
Charlotte Simmons both contain lengthy digressions on neuroscience.
Wolfe attacks rap music in A Man in Full and Back to Blood by the strawmannish
expedient of writing violently misogynistic lyrics to imagined
tracks and then pointing out how misogynistic they are. It would be possible
to collate several pages of quotations about money, a topic Wolfe
regularly brings up with the air of demonstrating a proof, as if arithmetic
could reveal something about the lives of his characters. Sherman McCoy from The Bonfire of the Vanities, for example:


I’m already going broke on a million dollars a year! […] So,
considering the taxes, it required $420,000 in income to
pay $252,000 [due payments on a loan]. Of the $560,000
remaining of his income last year, $44,000 was required for
the apartment’s monthly maintenance fees; $116,000 for
the house on Old Drover’s Mooring Lane in Southampton
($84,000 for mortgage payment and interest, $18,000 for
heat, utilities, insurance and repairs, $6,000 for lawn and
hedge cutting, $8,000 for taxes). Entertaining at home and
in restaurants had come to $37,000.


And so, exhaustively, on.


All this repetition comes from the novels: the relationship between
Wolfe’s ever-rarer non-fiction and his work as a novelist is another form
of repetition, or at least an example of being paid twice for the same
work. The essays in Hooking Up feed clearly into I Am Charlotte Simmons
and Back to Blood. The essay on fighter pilots, ‘The Truest Sport: Jousting
With Sam and Charlie’, notes down anecdotes that will surface again
in The Right Stuff. The title essay of Mauve Gloves and Madmen, Clutter
& Vine (1976), offers us, in its amusing description of the worries of
a famous writer (Saul Bellow?), the first iteration of the money-list approach
to character development that permeates all Wolfe’s novels. But
the self-borrowings of Hooking Up are the most direct. For example, the
essay ‘Digibabble, Fairy Dust, and the Human Anthill’ is in many ways
a reasonable summary of the main ideas of Back to Blood: ‘The former
Soviet Union is now fifteen nations split up along ethnic bloodlines. The
very Zeitgeist of the twenty-first century is summed up in the cry “Back
to Blood!”’ If you want to know what Wolfe thinks, read his essays. You
won’t miss the fiction’s unbelievable characters, unlikely plots, and implausible
Russians speaking in stage-accents: ‘No, no, no, no—for zese
Americans. Russians dohn’t go to streep clubs. We like guuurls. Ze Americans
get crazy over zeeze pornography. Nobody else goes zat crazy.’


The essay ‘My Three Stooges’ finishes with a revealing comparison
of the novel and the cinema, which, unsurprisingly, comes down on the
side of the novel:


another major shortcoming of the movies as a technology:
they have a hard time explaining… anything. They are a timedriven
medium compelled by their very nature to produce a
constant flow of images. Three movies have been made from
things I’ve written, and in each case I was struck by how helpless
perfectly talented people were when it came time to explain…
anything… in the midst of that vital flow, whether it
be the mechanics and aerodynamics of a rocket-assisted airplane
or the ins and outs of racial politics in the Bronx.

This once again shows us what Wolfe’s ideal novel is: a vehicle for presenting
information to the public. Characters are allowed to be ciphers,
plots are allowed to be ridiculous, as long as the major points of interest—
the ins and outs of real-estate deals, the mechanics of life in a coed
college dorm, the vapidity of the contemporary art world—are hammered
home.


At the same time, the status-anxiety in ‘My Three Stooges’ is manifest.
Wolfe attempts to argue that Anna Karenina is a good example of his
kind of realistic novel, primarily of interest for ‘Tolstoy’s incomparable
symphony of status concerns, status competition, and class guilt within
Russia’s upper orders’. This is exactly the kind of reductive criticism that
Tolstoy’s novel suffered during the Soviet period, where Anna Karenina
was made out to be a great book not because of the way it functioned
sentence by sentence, word by word, but because of the portrait it gave
of the inevitably doomed Russian upper classes. It was Marx who threw
Anna under the train. That is obviously a partial view, and Wolfe’s point
of view is equally suspect.


However, Wolfe is, as he proudly states, an extremely popular novelist.
Like John Grisham or Tom Clancy, he has discovered his formula,
and sticks to it rigorously. Good luck to him. Just don’t believe him, or
The New York Times Book Review, when it says he can write. And now,
music. Let Joyce Grenfell play us out:


No, I never rewrite, and I never read what I have written.
But you children do, millions and millions of you children
do, and that is my great joy. And it is my husband’s great
joy, too. He has given up his work to encourage me in mine.
We have made Hidey-Holes for each of our five children so
that they, too, may learn to let books write themselves for
them. And my husband has his own Hidey-Hole—where
he adds up.

Footnotes


1. The partial exception is I Am Charlotte Simmons (2004), which is set in the fictional
Dupont University, a place that Wolfe identifies as ‘Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford,
Duke, and a few other places all rolled into one.’ Charlotte Simmons is by some distance
Wolfe’s best novel. (Which is a little like saying ‘Hugo Chávez’s least rambling speech’,
but there you go.) It might be that the deviations from Wolfe’s normal formula—as well
as being set in a fictional environment, the protagonist is a woman—mean that, for once,
Wolfe concentrates on character and plot, on making the bones of the novel interesting.






 Our Bold
The Wonder of Walcott

 
In a Daily Telegraph profile (22 January 2011) written by Tom Payne,
Derek Walcott volunteered this majestic nugget of Nobel wisdom.
‘Rhyme is an attempt to reassemble and reaffirm the possibility
of paradise. There is a wholeness, a serenity in sounds coupling to
form a memory.’


As in ‘clunk’ and ‘bunk’.


* * *



In Derek Walcott’s What the Twilight Says, the essay on Robert Lowell
includes the following passage: ‘My style has always been, perhaps still is,
that of a magpie. A bit here, a bit there, hopping from one poet to another,
but it wasn’t that of the buzzard. I had practised Imitations all my life, and
I had given up hope of not sounding like Lowell.’


This is Lowell’s ‘The Opposite House’: ‘A stringy policeman is crooked
/ in the doorway, one hand on his revolver. / He counts his bullets like
beads.’ (Near the Ocean 1967)


This is Walcott’s ‘The hemispheres lie sweating…’: ‘The thumb of an
Irish cop / rolls his bullets like beads.’ (Midsummer 1984)


Meanwhile, the self-plagiarism continues apace. Walcott’s new volume,
Tiepolo’s Hound, returns with tragic fidelity to the heat waves as wires
topos: ‘and the heat rising from the pitch in wires.’ Cf Omeros: ‘Across
wires of hot asphalt’ (p 18); ‘the caging wires of the noon sky’ (p 23);
‘in the wiry heat / over the hot harbour’ (p 121); ‘the harp-wired sand’
(p 281); ‘Asphalt / rippled its wires’ (p 318). Cf The Bounty: ‘I watch the
bright wires follow / Sesenne’s singing, sunlight in fading rain’ (‘Homecoming’).
Cf ‘Crusoe’s Island’ in The Castaway (1965): ‘The wiry, ribbed
air / Above earth’s open kiln.’ Or ‘The Sea is History’ in The Star-Apple
Kingdom (1979): ‘Then came from the plucked wires / of sunlight on
the sea floor…’


To be continued. No doubt…






 Harold Pinter
Modern Love

 
Do you fuck him

And he fucks me too

But did she fuck you

But she fucked you too

But you know I love you

And I love you too

But did he fuck her

But she fucked me too

But you know I love you

And I love you too

But you know she fucks him

And I love him too

But you say she fucks you

And she fucks you too

But you say she loves him

She’s as fucked as you

But I love him dearly

And she fucks me too

And fuck you too








 Ben Rice
I Remember: Juvenilia

 
I remember

my first ever

poem

It was called

Ben’s Poem.

It went like this:







Ben’s Poem

As I was going down the hill

On a cold nit’s evening

I saw a man standing there

And his fine name was stephen.

As I was going down the hlil on a

Winters evning

I saw the same man sstanding there –

Dip and crisp and evil.

Down the hill went me

on my toboggan.

Ben Rice (aged six)







I remember a poem I wrote aged seven

When we lived in Maine







I Like Lobsters

They are red and have pincers

And creep int pots

And when you put them in boiling water

They scream a lot

But don’t worry

It’s only the sound of the steam.

It isn’t a real scream.

Ben Rice (aged 7)







I remember the last stanza

Of a poem

I wrote

For a nature project

When I was ten

It was about a damsel fly

It was called





Damsel in Distress

The last lines went:

The back bird ate the damsel

And swallowed it well

And now the damsel fly

Lives in hell.

I forget the rest.





I remember a poem I wrote

When I was

Thirteen

It was about a frog





Out of Depth

Out of Depth

The frog does not mind –

A mental recluse,

Betrothed in the bind

Of his life below,

Where interest is murkiness

Where the only Venus

Is the flashing glint of a vibrant gill.

No angler to coax would venture here

Chance of escape as thin as a tear

And the lily’s shadow

All crooked ad crumpled,

Surrounded by water

As mild as the season

And deep as a mind

Ben Rice (aged 13)





And I remember

Mr smith our teacher

Writing:

A good poem

If

Perhaps a shade

Self indulgent

In vocabulary.

Eight and a half

Out of ten








 Craig Raine
Dr Lish and Mr Carver

 In 1967, Raymond Carver and his wife Maryann filed for bankruptcy
protection. Carver was drinking heavily. He decided to train as a librarian
and enrolled into the master’s programme at the University of Iowa’s
School of Library Science. By June, he had abandoned this plan and was
hired as a text-book editor at Science Research Associates in Palo Alto,
California. It was Carver’s first white-collar job. Carver’s story, ‘Will You
Please Be Quiet, Please’, was selected for Best American Stories 1967. In
1968, Near Klamath, Carver’s first book of poems, was published in the
spring. So, literary achievement, if on a small scale.


But probably the most important thing in Carver’s life had already
happened. Late in 1967, he was introduced to Gordon Lish, the founder
editor of Genesis West, an avant-garde magazine. Lish was also working
for a text-book publisher in Palo Alto. In 1969, Lish became fiction editor
at Esquire magazine and in November wrote to Carver asking for stories.
(Lish’s shift from avant-garde to mainstream was ironised in his 1971
essay ‘How I Got to be a Big-Shot Editor and Other Worthwhile Self-Justifications’ – that title, a boast and a knowing, wry disclaimer, gives
you some idea of how clever Lish is.) In 1970, Lish line-edited Carver’s
story ‘Neighbors’ and accepted it for Esquire. Carver was grateful – for
acceptance and editing.


By 1976, Lish’s assiduous promotion of Carver paid off. McGraw-
Hill, under the Gordon Lish imprint, published Carver’s first book of
fiction, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? The 22 stories had all been previously
published in periodicals and were further edited by Lish, with
Carver’s approval. In this year, Carver was hospitalised for acute alcoholism
and wound up in Duffy’s, a residential treatment centre in the
Napa Valley. Did I mention that in 1974, Carver and his wife filed for
bankruptcy protection a second time? Well, I did now.


In 1980, Carver, separated from Maryann, set up house with poet and
Guggenheim Fellow Tess Gallagher in El Paso, then Syracuse in upstate
New York. Carver gave a manuscript to Lish, now an editor at Knopf,
and Lish edited the stories so intensively that the original was halved in
length. On 8 July 1980, Carver wrote a despairing letter to Lish, insisting
that, unless the original text was restored, publication of What We Talk
About When We Talk About Love should be cancelled. Part of Carver’s
problem was that several other writers, like Tobias Wolff and Stephen
Dobyns, had seen the originals. They would know what Lish had done.


In the event, publication went ahead and Carver’s name was made.
Though thereafter Carver was confident enough to resist Lish’s editing,
ever since, there have been rumours that Gordon Lish was responsible
for everything valuable in Carver’s work. The editors of the Library of
America Collected Stories (not complete) have chosen to publish Carver’s
original manuscript (Beginners) alongside Lish’s edit (What We Talk
About When We Talk About Love). They have done so at the urging of
Carver’s widow, Tess Gallagher, who feels the original manuscript is superior
to Lish’s edit. It isn’t. It is manifestly inferior. Lish was an editor
touched with genius.


But does this mean that Carver was untalented? Think of Ezra
Pound’s peerless and ferocious editing of The Waste Land. Every edit
an improvement – and Eliot’s reputation unaffected. Think of Charles
Monteith’s editing of the original typescript of Lord of the Flies: no one
would wish back the 30 introductory descriptive pages of nuclear war
cut by Monteith, who was Golding’s editor at Faber. What remains is
brilliant and all Golding’s own work.


Is Carver a Golding or a T S Eliot? That is the fundamental question.
We can test the hypothesis by examining Carver’s work before-Lish and after-
Lish. Before 1971 and after 1980. A related issue is the nature of the editing.
Pound and Monteith cut. On occasion, Lish added and re-arranged.
He treated Carver’s stories as rough drafts – which is what they were in
reality after Lish had redesigned them, a bit like Picasso taking massive liberties
with Velasquez’s Las Meñinas. Except that Carver was no Velasquez.


One of the things non-musicians find difficult is the attitude of serious
composers to tunes. Stravinsky lifts the opening melody of The Rite
of Spring from a collection of Russian folk tunes. Beethoven writes variations
on the English National Anthem. Bartok and Kodaly go out on
the road, transcribing folk material. Tunes? They’re for the birds. Olivier
Messiaen notates birdsong. Carver thought of the tunes: the blue-collar
drunks, the spaced-out infidelities, the bitter abruptnesses of alcoholic
behaviour, those inexplicable aporias. Lish composed them, sometimes
radically, sometimes delicately – but never mistakenly.



‘So Much Water So Close to Home’ in Carver’s original was nineteen
pages long. In Lish’s edit it takes six pages. It is improved beyond recognition.
‘I Could See the Smallest Things’ is Lish’s retitled version of Carver’s
‘Want to See Something?’ The original is seven prolix pages, the edit
four pages. It, too, is changed and improved beyond recognition.


An easy example. We have two versions of a Carver story where the
tune is itself taken from the judgment of Solomon: offer each mother
half the child and the true mother will give up her share. (As a topos of
justice, this comes in for some searching, only apparently stupid, criticism
from Jim inHuckleberry Finn.) Carver’s version is the self-destructive
alcoholic version, in which the two parents struggle for physical possession
of a baby. It is all about the struggle of two wills. The object of
the struggle, the baby, is merely the site of contention. Lish has added a
brilliant, ironically affectless title, ‘Popular Mechanics’. The original is
called ‘Mine’. It is a perfect, tiny touch and it is Lish’s. He has changed
only one word and added two, but the effect is massive. It adds sardonic
detachment, ironic contempt, to the palette of colours.


Lish has also taken out two clunks. Nothing ‘major’, you might think,
but the short story depends on getting everything right. In Carver’s
original, as the two parents struggle for physical possession of the child,
there is an over-explanatory, distracting sentence: ‘She felt her fingers
being forced open and the baby going from her. No, she said, just as her
hands came loose. She would have it, this baby whose chubby face gazed up
at them from the picture on the table. She grabbed for the baby’s other arm.
She caught the baby around the wrist and leaned back. // He would not
give. He felt the baby going out of his hands and he pulled back hard. He
pulled back very hard. // In this manner they decided the issue.’ [my italics]
There are several alterations to this passage, but the main one is the
excision of the sentence in italics – a sentence that pulls focus somewhere
else, disastrously. Lish also cuts the repetition of ‘he pulled back hard. He
pulled back very hard’. In the edit, it is ‘he pulled back very hard’.


The opening paragraph is immeasurably improved by two slight,
crucial alterations. Carver is a naturally repetitive writer – heavy on the
gas, too reliant on the pedal. His version opens: ‘During the day the sun
had come out and the snow melted into dirty water. Streaks of water ran
down from the little, shoulder-high window that faced the backyard. Cars
slushed by on the street outside. It was getting dark, outside and inside.’
[my italics] This is Lish’s version: ‘Early that day the weather turned and
the snow was melting into dirty water. Streaks of it ran down from the
little shoulder-high window that faced the backyard. Cars slushed by on
the street outside, where it was getting dark. But it was getting dark on
the inside too.’ You lose the repetition of ‘water’ and the apparent redundancy
of Carver’s ‘outside and inside’ is made quietly ominous.


Both Carver and Lish are copying Hemingway, but Lish is better at
it. As the opening phrases show – ‘During the day the sun had come out’
and ‘Early that day the weather turned’. Carver’s awkward pluperfect is
taken out and the time-scale is clearer. It is nothing – nothing at all – and
it is everything.


Carver, of course, was copying Hemingway before Lish happened
along with his dark green eye-shield, his sharp, bloody pencil and his
ample spike. Nothing wrong with imitating a great writer. Hemingway
is no exception. This is the famous opening of ‘Up in Michigan’, in which
Hemingway takes us inside Liz’s amorous fixation on Jim: ‘Liz liked Jim
very much. She liked it the way he walked over from the shop and often
went to the kitchen door to watch for him to start down the road. She
liked it about his moustache. She liked it about how white his teeth were
when he smiled…’ The catalogue continues, all-inclusively. There isn’t anything
much she doesn’t like. It ends: ‘One day she found she liked it about
the way the hair was black on his arms.’ Hemingway repeats the trope in
‘Cat in the Rain’: ‘The wife liked him. She liked the deadly serious way he
received any complaints. She liked his dignity. She liked the way he wanted
to serve her.’ And so on. The addition in ‘Up in Michigan’ of ‘liked it about’
is only two words, but those extra words are lode-bearing.



The trope itself is taken directly from that great source work Madame
Bovary. Charles is in undeclared love with Emma and visits her father to
supervise the recovery of his broken leg: ‘He liked to find himself riding
into the farmyard and to feel the gate turning against his shoulder. He
liked the cock crowing on the wall and the boys running to meet him. He
liked the barn and the stables, he liked old Rouault, who patted him on
the hand and called him saviour. He liked Mademoiselle Emma’s little
clogs on the scrubbed stones of the kitchen floor…’


Carver has noticed only Hemingway’s notorious repetition – hence
that ‘water’ twice at the beginning of ‘Mine’ [‘Popular Mechanics’]. And
he knows that Hemingway’s prose is a beady necklace of terse, declarative
sentences. In actuality, Hemingway’s prose can be deliberately prolix
and is much more various and rhythmical in a way that escapes Carver. It
can also be economical in a way Carver’s prose hardly ever is.


On his own, without Lish, Carver leaves very little out. Try ‘What
would You Like to See?’ It recycles something cut by Lish from ‘Want
to See Something?’ – a woman killed by a heart attack at the wheel, so
her car crashes slowly into the carport – but is mainly remarkable for
its mantra of unremarkable detail. Not technique, so much as obsessive
compulsion disorder. It reads more like a suspiciously circumstantial
alibi than a short story.


The first story in this Library of America edition of Carver’s stories is
‘Fat’. It is pre-Lish. The opening story of Cathedral is (post-Lish) ‘Feathers’.
This is Carver trying to describe a fat baby in ‘Feathers’, admittedly
protected from criticism (you could argue) by a characterised narrative
voice: ‘The baby stood in Olla’s lap, looking around the table at us. Olla had
moved her hands down to its middle so that the baby could rock back and
forth on its fat legs. Bar none, it was the ugliest baby I’d ever seen. It was
so ugly I couldn’t say anything. No words would come out of my mouth. I
don’t mean it was diseased or disfigured. Nothing like that. It was just ugly.
It had a big red face, pop eyes, a broad forehead, and these big fat lips. It had
no neck to speak of, and it had three or four fat chins. Its chins rolled right
up under its ears, and its ears stuck out from its bald head. Fat hung over its
wrists. Its arms and fingers were fat. Even calling it ugly does it credit.’


A not untypical failure. Carver’s method, in essence, is painstaking
notation, the prose of a Sunday painter, only one up from painting by
numbers, while shielding the point of the story. Immense literalist clarity
of detail paradoxically occluding a narrative enigma. You see everything
– except the point. The point usually proves to be allegorical.


In ‘Feathers’, the narrator takes his disaffected wife to supper with a
work-colleague and his wife. They are the parents of the ugly baby. There
is also a slightly alarming peacock in the story, the pet of the parents,
which is allowed indoors because its presence soothes the ugly baby.
The narrator and his wife leave – she unaccountably less disaffected and
wanting her husband’s ‘seed’. As a result, she becomes pregnant and their
life together enters a period of prolonged drabness and disaffection. The
point of the peacock – the narrator’s wife is given peacock feathers to
take home – is that the maternal instinct is a mystery, a powerful biological
imperative. When the narrator’s wife plays with the ugly baby, we
assume she is faking interest and affection. But the behaviour of the peacock
sets us straight: ‘The peacock walked quickly around the table and
went for the baby. It ran its long neck across the baby’s legs. It pushed
its beak in under the baby’s pajama top and shook its stiff head back and
forth. The baby laughed and kicked its feet. Scooting onto its back, the
baby worked its way over Fran’s knees and down onto the floor. The peacock
kept pushing against the baby, as if it were a game they were playing.
Fran held the baby against her legs while the baby strained forward.’


It’s the animal in us, you see.


There is one good piece of writing in this story: the peacock ‘shook itself,
and the sound was like a deck of cards being shuffled in the other room’.


In ‘Fat’, the narrator is a waitress, serving a very fat man. We know
he is fat because in this story of four and a half pages, the word ‘fat’ occurs
25 times. She is telling her friend Rita what the fat man ate in detail.
More Sunday painter literalism. Just before the end of the story, we reach
a genuinely promising, anti-narrative point: ‘What else? Rita says, lighting
one of my cigarets and pulling her chair close to the table. This story’s
getting interesting now, Rita says. // That’s it. Nothing else. He eats his
desserts, and then he leaves and then we go home, Rudy and me.’ Rita,
like most readers, wants closure and climax. Carver appears to resist, to
deny the appetite for story, for point, purpose and narrative destination,
the way Wordsworth does in Lyrical Ballads. In ‘Simon Lee’, Wordsworth
snubs his readers with their yearning for ‘outrageous stimulation’:
‘My gentle reader, I perceive / How patiently you’ve waited, / And I’m
afraid that you expect / Some tale will be related…’


Carver, though, succumbs – succumbs to the obvious – though he
is careful to include Rita’s bafflement: ‘That’s a funny story, Rita says,
but I can see she doesn’t know what to make of it’. This, of course, is an
instruction to the reader: make something of it. It is a story about pregnancy,
where ‘fatness’ is a synecdoche for pregnancy. First, the narrator
wonders ‘what would happen if I had children and one of them turned
out to look like that, so fat’. (Compare the identical topos of obese baby
in ‘Feathers’.) Then when Rudy starts fucking her, ‘here is the thing’:
‘When he gets on me, I suddenly feel I am fat. I feel I am terrifically fat,
so fat that Rudy is a tiny thing and hardly there at all.’ Pregnant with a
foetus, in fact. O my homunculus.


I nearly forgot. The fat man, when he orders, uses the plural form to
refer to himself. ‘I think we will begin with a Caesar salad.’ He’s feeding
for two, is all. This could almost be clever, were it not for the insistence
on the plural and the unflagging account of the items on the menu
and chosen from the menu. The food in ‘Feathers’ isn’t stinted either in
Carver’s account. What you have here, in both stories, is an anecdotal
twist, an O Henry ending, buried under a dumpster of dog-eared detail.



Carver is sometimes described as the American Chekhov – about as
routinely as William Trevor is described as the Irish Chekhov. It’s no surprise
that, towards the end of his life, Carver should examine this parallel
in a story, ‘Errand’. Essentially, this story narrates Chekhov’s death from
TB in Badenweiler, a German spa town. Carver draws on Olga Knipper’s
memoir, Chekhov’s sister’s memoir, Chekhov’s letters and journals.
Carver is careful to mention that Chekhov and his friend and patron Suvorin
both came from peasant stock – as Carver came from blue-collar,
Bruce Springsteen-celebrated, working class. Another important part of
the story touches on Chekhov’s relations with his senior writer, Tolstoy.
Tolstoy doesn’t think much of Chekhov’s plays, but he admires the stories,
and likes Chekhov because he is ‘modest and quiet, like a girl’. Carver’s
figure for himself in the story is equally modest. He is the servant who
brings Chekhov, Olga and their doctor a bottle of champagne in the middle
of the night – for a last drink before death. The servant, appropriately
enough, is a shambles: ‘the champagne was brought to the door by a tiredlooking
young man whose blond hair was standing up. The trousers of
his uniform were wrinkled, the creases gone, and in his haste he’d missed
a loop while buttoning his jacket. His appearance was that of someone
who’d been resting (slumped in a chair, dozing a little) when off in the
distance the phone had clamored…’ (‘Clamored’!)


His appearance was that of someone who has slept in his clothes – because
Carver was a drunk. But the next morning, his appearance is sober:
‘the uniform trousers were neatly pressed, with stiff creases in front, and
every button on his snug green jacket was fastened.’ He’s been to AA, he’s
off the sauce and he’s about to become the American Chekhov – modestly.


Which brings us to the champagne cork that is the point of the story.
When he doctor opens the Moët, he works the cork carefully out of the
bottle – ‘to minimise, as much as possible, the festive explosion [my italics].’
What is wrong with ‘pop’? Or ‘ring’ for the telephone? Carver is
writing in his suit and wearing a nineteenth-century tie.


Anyway, when he has poured three glasses, the good doctor, ‘out of
habit, pushed the cork back in the neck of the bottle’. An impossibility,
of course. Or people wouldn’t need to buy those chromium helmets that
batten on the rim of the bottle-neck.


Why does Carver need the cork back in the bottle? Wouldn’t it be
enough for the serving boy to see the cork on the floor and close his hand
on it surreptitiously? That way, the cork would be a figure for the servant,
essential, ignored, peripheral, modest. It would also be a symbol of
good writing – and the way it depends on seeing the importance of the
detail, the irrelevant detail.


That, however, wouldn’t have brought Carver’s allegory home. The
story isn’t about the inadvertent killer detail. The story is about Carver inheriting
Chekhov’s spirit. The cork goes back in the bottle so it can leave it
– like a soul leaving a body. The second pop is conicident with the close of Chekhov's dying.
The boy lays his hand on the soul of Anton Chekhov.


We think we know what Carver thought of Gordon Lish. This is from
the famous letter of 8 July 1980: ‘If the book were published as it is in its
present edited form, I may never write another story, that’s how closely,
God Forbid, some of those stories are to my sense of regaining my health
and mental well-being.’ He felt ontologically in danger – as a writer and as
a person. When he wrote this letter, Carver was already walking out with
Tess Gallagher, whose opinion of Lish hasn’t changed. Carver, I’d guess,
was caught between a rock and a hard place – between Lish and Gallagher.
Lish won the battle over What We Talk About When We Talk About
Love, but Gallagher has gone on fighting. Lish’s position is that the matter
is closed: ‘a dead letter to me.’ In 1991, Lish sold his archive to the Lily
Library of Indiana University. The evidence is out there then. Lish knows
what the verdict will be. He doesn’t need to fight. He only needs to wait.
Gallagher may think publication of the original unedited manuscript in
this Library of America edition will set matters right, support her version
of the literary record – but she is wrong. It does exactly the opposite.


The title story of Cathedral, the first post-Lish volume, is about the
visit of a blind man whose wife has died of cancer. It is narrated by a
lush whose wife once worked for the blind man. They have kept in fairly
close touch by exchanging tapes. The narrator’s sensitivity has been permanently
eroded by alcohol. The prolixity of the narrative is testing but
perhaps excused by the narrator’s impaired state. The Joyce story ‘Counterparts’
is written in style indirect libre for Farringdon, the drunken
protagonist: ‘He lifted up the counter and, passing by the clients, went
out of the office with a heavy step. He went heavily upstairs until he came
to the second landing…’ ‘Cathedral’ has comparable passages: ‘Once she
asked me if I’d like to hear the latest tape from the blind man. This was a
year ago. I was on the tape, she said. So I said okay, I’d listen to it. I got us
drinks and we settled down in the living room. We made ready to listen.
First she inserted the tape into the player and adjusted a couple of dials.
Then she pushed a lever. The tape squeaked and someone began to talk
in this loud voice.’ Now you know how a cassette player works.


Would you like to know how people eat food? ‘When we sat down
at the table for dinner, we had another drink. My wife heaped Robert’s
plate with cube steak, scalloped potatoes, green beans. I buttered him
up two slices of bread. I said, “here’s bread and butter for you.” [He’s
blind, see.] I swallowed some of my drink. “Now let us pray,” I said, and
the blind man lowered his head. My wife looked at me, her mouth agape.
“Pray the phone won’t ring and the food doesn’t get cold,” I said. // We
dug in. We ate everything there was to eat on the table. We ate like there
was no tomorrow. We didn’t talk. We ate. We scarfed. We grazed that
table. We were into serious eating. The blind man had right away located
his foods, he knew just where everything was on his plate. I watched with
admiration as he used his knife and fork on the meat. He’d cut two pieces
of meat, fork the meat into his mouth, and then go all out for the scalloped
potatoes, the beans next, and then he’d tear off a hunk of buttered
bread and eat that. He’d follow this up with a big drink of milk. It didn’t
seem to bother him to use his fingers once in a while, either.’


Genius.


After this epic meal, the wife and the blind man talk. The narrator is
bored, switches on the TV (to his wife’s annoyance) and rolls a joint. His
wife takes a toke and is basically out of the action after that. The blind
man and the narrator drink Scotch and smoke joint after joint. On TV
there is a documentary about medieval cathedrals. The narrator asks the
blind man what he knows about cathedrals. The answer is an amalgam
of stuff from the TV. Then the blind man says he really knows nothing
about cathedrals and he asks the narrator to describe a cathedral. It is a
failure. ‘“I’m sorry,” I said, “but it looks like that’s the best I can do for
you. I’m just no good at it.”’


The blind man makes a proposition: they will draw a cathedral together.
‘He found my hand, the hand with the pen. He closed his hand
over my hand. “Go ahead, bub, draw,” he said. “Draw. You’ll see. I’ll follow
along with you. It’ll be okay. Just begin now like I’m telling you. You’ll
see. Draw,” the blind man said.’


And they draw a cathedral. ‘You didn’t think you could. But you can,
can’t you? You’re cooking with gas now. You know what I’m saying.
We’re going to really have us something here in a minute.”’


We think we know what Carver thought of Gordon Lish. But this
story is what Carver thought of Gordon Lish. It is a story about writing,
a story about the editorial process – in which someone without talent is
used by someone else to write. The major contributor is the blind man.
He can’t do it without the boobus, but it is clear who does the writing. It
was brave of Carver to write the story. And it is odd that no one, I think,
has seen what it is about – mainly because it tells us something we’d rather
not know – that Carver had courage to disclose the raw material, this
kind of self-exposure, but Lish had the literary talent.
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