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            The Madman’s Guide to Stamp Collecting

         

         The stamp dealer David Brandon is a recurrent figure in Simon Garfield’s memoir, The Error World. ‘There are lots of books about stamps,’ he said, partly as a warning. ‘And they don’t really sell.’1 This does not worry me as this is not that sort of book, for my book about stamp collecting will be of little or no practical use or interest to stamp collectors. It does not deal with the subject’s practicalities. Instead, the following topics are covered: the Psychology and Psychopathology of Collecting; Seriality; Miniaturisation; Classification; Nostalgia; Anal Retentiveness; Specialisation; Fraudulence; Commemoration; Rarity; Completeness; Sexuality of Collecting; Secrecy and Subversion; Digressiveness; Boyhood; Dutchness; Boredom; Death. This book also gives madmen the opportunity to learn that they are not alone in their madness.

         As a schoolboy I used to collect stamps. I specialised in stamps of the German states and Holland. Later, as a postgraduate student, I briefly collected stamps of Hejaz, Pahlavi Iran and Ottoman Turkey in order to get practice at reading Arabic and quasi-Arabic calligraphy. I don’t collect stamps any more. I stopped in the 1970s. Until this book was all but complete I have refrained from looking at the stamp collection that I accumulated so many decades ago. My hope was that in its neglect it would have graduated into serving as a time capsule.10

         If I am no longer a stamp collector, why did I write this book? The truth is that its origin was uncanny. One night some forty years ago I dreamt that I arrived early at a party (as I so often do) and there across the room I saw my agent leaning against the mantelpiece and I went over to talk to him. ‘Well, now that your last book has been so successful, we have to think what you should write next,’ he said. ‘Ah, I have it! Stamp collecting!’ About two weeks later I arrived early at a real party and there, at the far side of the room, was my agent. I went over to him and told him my dream. He burst out laughing. Then he suddenly sobered up. ‘Actually that is not such a bad idea.’ Ever since then I have set aside a small notebook in which I have written down quotations and references to stamps and stamp collecting in unexpected places—so not in Gibbons Stamp Monthly, but in Ernst Gombrich’s life of Aby Warburg and in Dennis Wheatley’s To the Devil a Daughter. Then, when I set to writing this book, further intensive researches introduced me to authors I had previously known little or nothing about, including Samuel Beckett, Ellery Queen, Osip Mandelstam, Louise Erdrich and Ciaran Carson, as well as artists such as Kurt Schwitters, Joseph Cornell and Donald Evans. For me, just the discovery of the writings of the Belfast poet and fiction writer Ciaran Carson has made this project worthwhile.

         As Walter Benjamin wrote in One-Way Street, ‘Quotations in my work are like wayside robbers who leap out armed and relieve the stroller of his conviction.’ The Madman’s Guide to Stamp Collecting largely consists of quotations and in this respect it resembles Benjamin’s Arcades Project and Roberto Calasso’s 11The Ruin of Kasch (and in Umberto Eco’s The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana there is a character who collects quotations on fog, and his book too will be discussed in what follows). The quotations argue with each other and, in so doing, they do most of my work for me. Since the labyrinthine and digressive nature of my book has been inspired (if that is indeed the right verb) by the writings of Thomas De Quincey, it seems appropriate to open with a quotation from him.

         
            Every moment are shouted aloud by the Post-Office servants the great ancestral names of cities known to history through a thousand years,—Lincoln, Winchester, Portsmouth, Gloucester, Oxford, Bristol, Manchester, York, Newcastle, Edinburgh, Perth, Glasgow—expressing the grandeur of the empire by the antiquity of its towns, and grandeur of the mail establishment by the diffusive radiation of its separate missions. Every moment you hear the thunder of lids locked down upon the mailbags. That sound to each individual mail is the signal for drawing off, which process is the finest part of the entire spectacle. Then come the horses into play;—horses! can these be horses that (unless powerfully reined in) would bound off with the action and gestures of leopards? What stir!—what sea-like ferment!—what a thundering of wheels, what a trampling of horses!—what farewell cheers—what redoubling peals of brotherly congratulation.2

         

         Thomas De Quincey’s account of his alleged night journey on a mail coach which sped through the night, carrying news of a 12great British victory at Talavera in 1809 against the French troops which Napoleon had sent into Spain, owed more to opium-fuelled visionary prose, nostalgia and literary self-display than it did to real memories. It is a stylish conjuring trick, writing produced ‘on the brink of abysses’. The horn sounds, flags are flying and the horses, with their fiery eyeballs and dilated nostrils, are like creatures of the Apocalypse. The speed of the horses matches the fever in De Quincey’s blood. Such speed is dangerous, and at times youthful exhilaration gives way to obsessive apprehension of danger and sudden death. ‘Death the crowned phantom, with all the equipage of his terrors, and the tiger roar of his voice.’ There is perhaps also a politico-religious subtext to this night journey, and a biographer of De Quincey has written of ‘kaleidoscopic nightmares in which Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo is assimilated within a broader myth of Britain as a righteous colonial power charged by God with the task of preserving and extending Christian civilization’.3

         The Post Office had established the mail-coach service in Britain in 1784. The service placed a ferocious emphasis on speed and hence the coaches would travel by night when there was much less traffic on the roads. They stopped only for the exchange of horses (at approximately every ten miles). The coachman would sound his post horn to give advance warning to the keepers of turnpike gates. It was against the law for the keepers or anyone else to get in the way of the speeding coach. The coach also took passengers, and young men like De Quincey paid extra for the excitement of sitting up front beside the coachman. A guard 13with a gun had a seat at the back of the coach. Yet, after all this racing through the countryside, there were frequent final delays in getting the post delivered, since it was not the sender who paid for delivery of the letter, and the recipient might be hard to find or reluctant to pay.

         In The English Mail-Coach a haunted man looks back across forty years to the romance of those night-time races to deliver the mail. De Quincey’s sublime masterpiece was first published in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1849. (He would die in 1859.) Yet already by 1849 the spread of a network of railways across Britain from the 1830s onwards and the commencement of the penny post in 1840 had made De Quincey’s high-flown, opium-soaked account of the excitements of these night journeys an evocation of an era that was all but over. The railways and the penny post changed everything and with that change the tranquil pursuit of philately became possible.

         Mostly tranquil, anyway. But, as we shall see, the story of stamp collecting embraces murder, theft, strange erotic practices, conspiracy theories and various deep philosophies. This book is itself a collection of references to collecting and insights about that activity. The rarer and more improbable those references and insights are, the more pleased I am to have stumbled across them. In this literary collection, like so many other kinds of collection, rarity is something to be prized. To take just one example, in the nineteenth century, if a man wanted to check whether he was subject to nocturnal erections, then he might stick a row of perforated stamps round the base of his penis and, if in the 14morning he discovered that the row of stamps had torn at the perforations, then he would know that he had had a nocturnal erection. That is only the first of many useful revelations. (We shall return to the erotic aspects of stamp collecting later.) This anthology is a mosaic of fiction, philosophy, sociology, biography and autobiography. I repeat, I doubt it will be of much interest to real-life stamp collectors.
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         stamp collecting and its alleged boringness has had a poor press from quite a few writers and thinkers. William Inge (1860–1954), the Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral and a prolific author and social commentator, was rechristened the ‘gloomy dean’ by the Daily Mail because of his hostility to the notions of progress and democracy, as well as his general misanthropy—and to all this we may add his contempt for philately. He was once asked, in what was presumably intended to be polite conversation, ‘Are you interested in liturgy?’ To which he replied, ‘No. Neither do I collect postage stamps.’ The Cambridge Regius Professor of History G.N. Clark’s thinking ran along the same lines as Inge’s. The medievalist Maurice Keen recalled an encounter with him. 15‘Long ago I once confessed to the historian G.N. Clark, my uncle by marriage, that I was interested in medieval chivalry. “Does that include heraldry?” he asked. “No,” I said; “Good,” said he; “I have always thought that for a historian heraldry stands about the same level as stamp collecting.”’4 When the physicist Ernest Rutherford (1871–1937) declared that ‘All science is either physics or stamp collecting’, it seems unlikely that he was being complimentary about the hobby. On the broader topic of hobbies, the writer and raconteur Quentin Crisp (1908–99) stated that ‘Hobbies are instead of life. What is needed is a greater intensity of living style.’ But ‘life’ might be overrated and, against Crisp, I can quote the American essayist Logan Pearsall Smith (1865–1946): ‘People say life is the thing, but I prefer reading.’ And there are surely some who prefer stamp collecting to life.

         The novelist and essayist George Orwell (1903–1950) had mixed feelings about stamps and stamp collecting. In 1934 he worked in Booklovers’ Corner, a second-hand bookshop in Hampstead, and he wrote a short article about his time there, ‘Bookshop Memories’ (published in Fortnightly in 1936). As a sideline to the book business, the shop had sold stamps to collectors. Orwell was obviously unenthusiastic about that clientele: ‘stamp collectors are a strange, silent, fish-like breed, of all ages, but only of the male sex; women, apparently, fail to see the peculiar charm of gumming bits of coloured paper into albums’. And yet stamp collecting was an integral part of the Englishness that Orwell so loved. In his famous essay ‘England Your England’, he commented on an ‘English characteristic which is so much a part 16of us that we barely notice it, and that is the addiction to hobbies and spare-time occupations, the privateness of English life. We are a nation of flower-lovers, but also a nation of stamp-collectors, pigeon-fanciers, amateur carpenters, coupon-snippers, darts-players, crossword-puzzle fans.’ So the fish-like stamp collectors were as much part of his beloved country as the famous, though anonymous, ‘old maids biking to Holy Communion through the mists of the autumn morning’. Orwell also conceded the educational value of stamp collecting. In a letter sent to Jack Common in 1939 he wrote that ‘I suppose about 50 per cent of them know whereabouts Czechoslovakia was, but where is the Ukraine? And where are Memel and Eupen Malmedy, not to mention Russian Subcarpathia? The only people who can keep up these days are philatelists.’

         Right from the beginning there was an idea that stamps might serve an educational purpose. Before he became an institutional innovator and a knighted public figure, Rowland Hill (1795–1879) had been a teacher. Headmaster of Hazelwood, an experimental school in Birmingham, he had spent twenty-five years as a teacher and educational reformer. He was an idealist who believed that the introduction of cheap postage would encourage working-class literacy. He introduced this strange thing, the postage stamp, in the following words, ‘a bit of paper just large enough to bear the stamp and covered at the back with a glutinous wash which the bringer might by applying a little moisture, attach to the back of the letter’. Hill’s proposed penny postal service, in which the sender rather than the recipient paid the postage, met with 17opposition from vested interests in Parliament. But during the first year of the Penny Black’s introduction, 1840, the number of letters sent by mail more than doubled. (By the way, the Penny Black is not a rare stamp. How could it be? It was in use throughout Great Britain for decades and 68,808 were issued.) Hill had correctly calculated that a reduction in postal charges would result in an increase of use and therefore of revenue.

         Apart from their role in encouraging literacy, there were of course various lessons to be learnt from the imagery carried by stamps—some of those lessons quite subtle. The future Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm (1917–2012) was born in Alexandria in Egypt, the son of an official in Posts and Telegraphs. Subsequently the English-speaking family moved to Vienna where Hobsbawm went to school. He remembered how as a schoolboy in 1920s Austria he collected stamps:

         
            What children born in 1917 knew of the events of the still young twentieth century which were so alive in the minds of parents and grandparents—war, breakdown, revolution, inflation—was what adults told us or, more likely, what we overheard them talking about. The only direct evidence we had of them were the changing images on postage stamps. Stamp collecting in the 1920s, though it was far from self-explanatory, was a good introduction to the political history of Europe since 1914. For an expatriate British boy it dramatized the contrast between the unchanging continuity of George V’s head on British stamps and the chaos of overprints, new names and new currencies elsewhere.5

         

         18In V.S. Naipaul’s acclaimed novel A Bend in the River the bend in question has been successively ‘a forest, a meeting place, an Arab settlement, a European outpost, a European suburb, a ruin like the ruin of a dead civilization, the glittering Domain of new Africa and now this’. The protagonist, Salim, a Muslim Indian, begins life on the coast of East Africa, but ‘it came to me while I was quite young, still at school, that our way of life was antiquated and almost at an end’.

         
            Small things can start us off in new ways of thinking, and I was started off by the postage stamps of our area.

            The British administration gave us beautiful stamps. These stamps depicted local scenes and local things; there was one called ‘Arab Dhow’. It was as though, in those stamps, a foreigner had said ‘This is what is most striking about this place.’ Without that stamp of the dhow I might have taken the dhows for granted. As it was, I learned to look at them. Whenever I saw them tied up at the waterfront I thought of them as something peculiar to our region, quaint, something the foreigner would certainly remark on, something not quite modern, and certainly nothing like the liners and cargo ships that berthed in their own modern docks.6

         

         And ‘it was Europe that gave us the descriptive postage stamps that gave us our ideas about what was picturesque about ourselves’ (p.268).

         Such thoughts led Salim to try look at things from a distance. 19Increasingly his sense that his people had fallen behind heightens his sense of personal insecurity. There is no redemption from the past, only gathering darkness. So he migrates from East Africa to set up a general store in what is evidently the Congo (subsequently renamed Zaire) and Naipaul’s novel becomes a meditation on the dismal ruination of the Congo and the alienation of its inhabitants.

         Salim definitely had a point. To take a real-life example, as long as Egypt was a formal British protectorate and, after 1922, an unofficial one until the 1950s, the images on its stamps dwelt overwhelmingly on Egypt’s ancient and picturesque past which was Pharaonic: the Pyramids, a Nile felucca, the Temple of Abu Simbel, the statue of Cleopatra at Dendera—oh, and a little British dam at Aswan. The Islamic history of Egypt—the Arab conquests, the Abbasids, Fatimids, Mamluks and Ottomans—was obliterated in this antiquarian bias. The only significant exceptions were the portraits of the Khedive Fuad I and, after his death in 1922, his successor Farouq. (Incidentally Farouq was a noteworthy collector. He collected Fabergé eggs, aspirins, old coins, razor blades, Geiger counters and stamps. His stamp collection, which was one of the most valuable in the world, was sold by auction two years after he was deposed in 1952.) It was only once the Khedival rule and informal British protectorate came to an end and a Nasserist republic was established in 1953 that one finds stamps featuring images of the Cairo Electronics Exhibition, Egypt’s youth, an agricultural labourer, the defence of Port Said and so forth.20
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         testimonials to the educational value of stamp collecting are found in unexpected places. In the poet Louis Aragon’s Surrealist novel, Le Paysan de Paris (1926; The Paris Peasant) I found the following:

         
            O philately, philately: you are a most strange goddess, a slightly foolish fairy, and it is you who take by the hand the child emerging from the enchanted forest in which little Tom Thumb, the Blue Bird, Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf have finally gone to sleep side by side; it is you, too, who illustrate Jules Verne and who transport over the oceans on brightly coloured paper wings those hearts least prepared for the voyage. Those who, like me, got their first idea of the Sudan from a small carmine-bordered rectangle in which a white burnous mounted on a mahari advances on a sepia background, those who were familiar with the Emperor of Brazil imprisoned within his oval frame, with the giraffes of Nyasaland and the Australian swans, with Christopher Columbus discovering America in violet, will understand what I mean! But the tiresome reflections which adorn the window display we are in the process of contemplating no longer belong to those multi-valued series we used 21to know. Edward VII looks like a monarch from ancient times. Great adventures have shaken those childhood companions of ours, the stamps which a thousand bonds of mystery unite with world history. Here are the newcomers which take into account a recent and incomprehensible reshuffling of global boundaries. Here are the stamps of defeats, the stamps of revolutions.7

         

         Note Aragon’s nostalgia first for his passage out of infancy, which the dignified imagery of stamps assisted, and then his increasing unease about the evidence of global insecurity that had been signalled by the more recent stamps. It will be necessary to return to Le Paysan de Paris.

         The passage out of infancy must lead with a horrid inevitability to consideration of the topic of Freudianism. In ‘Character and Anal Eroticism’ (1908) Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) had stressed the significance of early problems in toilet training, specifically regarding defecation, for the development of character later in life. The infant has resented the loss of control over his bowels. Freud described the anal-retentive type of adult as being preoccupied with orderliness, parsimony and obstinacy. Later Freud and his followers would go on to identify a propensity for forming collections as a further characteristic of the anal-retentive type. The collector seeks an object of desire. Surprisingly the crucial prototype object of desire is shit. Freud thought that the collector is a person who, without knowing it, is seeking to recover the faeces lost due to the lack of bowel control in the infant years. It is this unconscious drive that will form the anally retentive 22personality of an adult who will seek to create a collection of something or other that he can control, organise and rearrange. Interestingly Freud himself was famous as a collector, having acquired a collection of some 2,500 antiquities which he kept in his study, with some favoured pieces on his writing desk. In addition to antiquities he also collected Chinese and Greek vases, exemplary psychoanalytic cases, jokes, Jewish anecdotes, dreams and errors. Did Freud diagnose himself as having an anally retentive personality? Marshall, the protagonist of The Stamp Collector, the novel by David Benedictus (1938–2023), was not impressed by this sort of thing: ‘Then there was a supercilious article he had once read, not in a stamp magazine, but in a superior Sunday supplement, about collectors. It said that stamp collectors were anally obsessed, repressed homosexuals … (Marshall was not sure what the anus had to do with it.)’8

         According to John Forrester, a prolific writer on Freud and Freudianism, ‘Following Susan Stewart’s fine analysis in her book On Longing (1984), we can see that Freud’s objects (the antiques and texts) served both the functions of evoking the past, of entering into the nostalgic dimension of the souvenir, and of effacing the past, of building a new timeless world of the collection.’ A child’s learning to control, that is to possess the contents of his bowels, gives him or her an early sense of being in control of something. Later in adult life possessiveness always betrayed anxiety. ‘I can’t live without it!’ Freud thought of himself as a conquistador who would explore and conquer the new world of psychoanalysis.9 Since Freud had invented this new world, it 23was perhaps easy for him to conquer it. Other psychoanalytically minded theorists have suggested that the male penchant for collecting might be a substitute for erotic conquests.

         Donald Winnicott (1896–1971) was a British psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, much of whose research was centred on child analysis. In his findings he placed great stress on transitional objects in childhood, such as teddy bears. Playing with such objects made a sort of path all the way up to such eventual adult pursuits as business and politics. His theory of object relations was set out in a paper entitled ‘Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena’, which was published in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 34 (1953). Winnicott presented the transitional object as something which protected the infant from loneliness. His ideas about transitional objects in infancy were further developed by Werner Muensterberger (1913–2011). Muensterberger was an American citizen of German origin who became a famous psychoanalyst, and who was also well known for his collection of African art. Muensterberger, who acknowledged an intellectual debt to Winnicott, presented collecting as a way, commonly an irrational way, to soothe traumas or anxieties that had their origins in childhood and in particular the separation from one’s mother. (As it happened, Muensterberger’s mother died when he was still a boy, and at around the same time he started collecting African art.) In 1994 he published Collecting: An Unruly Passion, an influential and rather repetitive series of essays which took a psychoanalytic approach to the subject.10 Having defined collecting as ‘the selective gathering, and keeping of objects 24of subjective value’, he took an oddly patronising view of the activity. Collectors were portrayed as damaged personalities who have been driven to collect in attempts to repair traumas experienced in early infancy. Collecting ‘echoes emotions that have their roots in old affective experiences of oneness; in early sensations of wish fulfilment, and in relief of the child’s anxiety and frustration that comes with feeling helpless and alone. Objects in the collector’s experience, real or imagined, allow for a magical escape into a remote and private world … Since it represents an experience of triumph in defence against anxiety and the fear of loss, the return must be effected over and again … Not surprisingly, these phenomena have their root in early childhood. They originate in the baby’s experiences not simply with hunger and satiety but with the subjective perception of closeness and belief, or, negatively, doubt in magical control’ (pp.15–16). Again: ‘What is prevalent is a need for reassertion in order to undo an old narcissistic wound. The objects are meant to give a sense of affirmation and magical support’ (p.43). Also: ‘Irrespective of individual idiosyncrasies of collectors, and no matter what or how they collect, one issue is paramount: the objects in their possession are all ultimate, often unconscious assurances against despair and loneliness’ (p.48).

         And again: ‘When a better or more desirable object is found in someone else’s possession by a collector, complicated emotions arise—admiration, envy, a notion of anxiety, distress, feelings of inferiority, in extreme cases, rage—no one of which excludes any of the others. There is a logic to such various responses: 25insofar as these objects are magic-laden they imply that the owner is endowed with greater power than you. This leads to a feeling of potential subjugation and subsequently to a need for reaffirmation by the way of symbolic equivalents. And because of their unconscious link with the instinct for self-preservation, such needs must not be frustrated’ (pp.141–2). And one more: ‘“collectibles” are, strictly speaking, implements that are meant to enhance or restore a narcissistically injured person’s self’ (p.235). So it is very clear that we are to understand that collectors of anything are among the world’s walking wounded. They are inadequate, delusional, narcissistic fantasists. At best, Muensterberger’s evidence for this is anecdotal, but mostly his thesis is based on sheer repetitive assertion and a great deal of it reads like autobiographical self-analysis posing as science.

         The longest chapter in the book is devoted to Honoré de Balzac’s novel Le Cousin Pons (1847) and the hypothetical common identity of Balzac and his creation Pons as collectors. Yet it is doubtful whether Balzac was a collector in the same sense that millions of ordinary collectors of, say, postage stamps, or cigarette cards or Ming porcelain are. True, Balzac was an extravagant accumulator of furnishings, paintings, tableware and what-not. So Le Cousin Pons has been read by Muensterberger as a kind of self-portrait of the author as collector. But was Balzac really a collector? And how much did Pons have in common with Balzac? To return to Muensterberger’s definition of collecting as ‘the selective gathering, and keeping of objects of subjective value’, Balzac did accumulate objects, but not in any selective or 26specialised way. He did not become particularly knowledgeable about what he had acquired, nor did he take care to hang on to what he had purchased. Instead he bought furniture, dishes, plates, hangings and other stuff in order to impress his guests. It was as if he had set out to furnish a series of stage sets in which his literary success could be celebrated and admired. If he ran out of cash, and he often did, then the furnishings and paintings were sold without compunction.

         Was Pons a self-portrait of Balzac? First, the story, which is primarily about a contested inheritance rather than collecting, was based on a short story by Albéric Second, a friend of Balzac’s. Secondly, Balzac shows Pons to be a collector with an obsessive passion for visual beauty, and one who was intensely knowledgeable about what he had acquired. He lives for art and eating (and it is true that Pons and Balzac shared a passion for food). As Pons falls mortally ill, philistine parasites plot to loot what he had acquired. Le Cousin Pons is one of several Balzac novels that are primarily about contested legacies.

         The Italian expert on decadent literature and on interior decoration, Mario Praz (1896–1982), is another of Muensterberger’s case studies (or should that be victims?) in Collecting. The Romantic Agony, a study of Romantic eroticism and cruel fantasies in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century, is one of Praz’s best-known books. The House of Life is quite different. First published in Italian as La casa della vita in 1958, it is a coolly erudite tour of a magnificent flat in Rome that he inhabited for several decades.11 He papered and furnished the flat with things he had collected 27from the Empire and Regency periods. As he takes the reader from room to room, Praz shows off their arrangement, discourses on their materials and styles of decoration and reminisces about how he came to acquire some of his treasures. ‘There is a secret magnetic force which attracts things to the man who desires them’ (p.265). It was for him simultaneously a journey into a Napoleonic past and an exploration of his own memories.

         He had managed to create a fairy tale in which he could live and in which ‘there is a feeling of tension in the stillness, and sometimes the ear seems to catch the sound of faint stirrings, imperceptibly smothered, muffled, as in Stravinsky’s Firebird. The house is a wood like the wood of the Sleeping Beauty; as in a great room, brightly lit and deserted, whose doors will soon be thrown open for a ball, as in a church, solemn, glowing with light, where soon, to the sound of an organ, a procession will advance from the sacristy, so a sense of expectation, of mingled anxiety and jubilation, quivers in the air of this house which, as all its visitors admit, even if in certain ways it seems like a museum, is yet a living museum, not a lifeless assemblage of objects’ (p.327). And at the end of it all, he confesses that ‘in the course of the years, I see myself as having myself become an object and an image, a museum piece among museum pieces, already detached and remote, and … I have looked at myself in a convex mirror, and I have seen myself no bigger than a handful of dust’ (p.550).

         Muensterberger, who met Praz sometime in the 1960s, found him to be ‘a small, unimpressive man’ who had written that his 28interests tended to turn into manias. As Praz put it: ‘the mania for Empire furniture, the mania for books of emblems, the mania for Russian, just as, when a child, I had the mania for dolls and statuettes of saints and, as a boy, a mania for stamps’ (pp.25–6). The boyhood passion for stamps is confirmed in The House of Life when he looked back on an occasion when he wanted to go to a particular library in Rome: ‘not for books but for stamps, for they sold collectors’ stamps there also and on the previous evening I had been eyeing a series of showy stamps, from Borneo possibly, which I was longing to secure for myself now that my mother had given me the money to buy them’ (p.189). But we learn no more about the stamps, since he goes on to give an account of how the visit to the library was unwillingly forestalled by an outing to a place called Antella which was his first proper introduction to Italian rural life. Still it seems safe to guess that the boyhood mania for collecting stamps served as an apprenticeship for the grown man’s collection of furniture, waxes, busts, prints, paintings, embroidery and other relics of a past century.

         According to Muensterberger, ‘Praz spoke of the beginnings of his collection but persistently stressed the considerable links with his unhappy personal life’, which included a short-lived marriage. Muensterberger judged that Praz’s passion for accumulated objects betokened ‘an almost erotic excitement’. A club foot contributed to his loneliness and sense of inadequacy, particularly during the years of the First World War. In the long run his collecting Empire furniture and decorative objects ‘had become a primary means for sublimating if not healing the 29trauma of his physical infirmity and an over-compensation for seeing himself as an outcast’.12 A sad man indeed if we must take Muensterberger’s word for all this. Yet if Collecting had been written with a fraction of the eloquence, erudition, self-awareness and fond evocations of earlier years that distinguishes the masterpiece that is The House of Life, then one might more easily be persuaded by Muensterberger’s contentions. As for the man he sought to patronise, the distinguished American literary critic Edmund Wilson wrote in ‘The Genie of the Via Giulia’ that Praz ‘will come to be known to posterity—so far as a foreigner can judge—as one of the best Italian writers of his time’.

         Muensterberger was not a hard-line Freudian and he wrote that ‘I am not in accord with certain psychoanalytic propositions according to which “cupidity and collecting mania … have their correlating determinants in the infantile attitude toward feces.” This, I believe, is too confining a point of view. It is a homogenization on the basis of appearances and genetic phases instead of seeing the phenomenon in its immediate experiential context’ (p.229). Here he was specifically criticising a proposition by Otto Fenichel in The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neurosis,13 Yet Muensterberger was still possessed by the notion that collecting was necessarily the sign of an inward lack or deformity.

         The Russian-born writer Ayn Rand (1905–82), author of the right-wing libertarian novels The Fountainhead (1943) and Atlas Shrugged (1957), presented, what seems to me, a positive and much more convincing portrait of collecting based on her own experience of this activity. This took the form of a short article, 30‘Why I Like Stamp Collecting’, which was published in Minkus Stamp Journal in 1971. As a girl in Russia, Rand had collected stamps between the ages of ten and twelve before giving it up, but more than fifty years later she returned to the hobby:

         
            Only now the feeling had the eagerness of childhood combined with the full awareness, freedom and confidence of age … The pleasure lies in a certain way of using one’s mind. Stamp collecting is a hobby for busy, purposeful, ambitious people … because, in pattern, it has the essential elements of a career, but transposed to a clearly delimited, intensely private world.14

         

         She argued that creating a stamp collection involved decisions, choices and advances towards a goal and this made it a long-range activity. Of course collecting met the hard-working person’s need for a change of track in order to relax, but essentially stamp collecting involved the same mental activity as planning and making a career. But, unlike the career, problem solving was not involved. The stamp collector entered a ‘brotherhood’ of the like-minded. ‘It is a world for orderly, rational minds.’ She asked herself, why specifically stamps? She answered: ‘Because stamps are the concrete, visible symbols of an enormous abstraction: of the communications net embracing the world.’ The postal system was a great global achievement (as John Updike similarly had argued, and we will get to him). Rand is perhaps one example among many of an adult who resumes stamp collecting and, in doing so, seeks to return to his or her childhood but with adult 31powers. Towards the end of her article Rand commended Iceland, Japan and Ryukyu as leaders in beautiful designs.
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         to return briefly to Freud, as his collection of figurines suggests, he was fascinated by antiquity. He believed that psychoanalysis was a form of archaeology. His final publication, Moses and Monotheism (1939), was an exercise in ancient history in which he sought to prove that Moses, the founder of monotheism, was actually an Egyptian. Many have regarded this exercise as an ingenious fantasy. The German cultural historian Aby Warburg (1866–1929) had no time for Freud and took quite a different view of antiquity. He belonged to a wealthy banking family and consequently was able to pursue a career as a private scholar in Hamburg and to build up a considerable personal library. (He collected stamps as well as books and photographs.) His younger brother took over the bank in exchange for funding Aby’s book purchases. That was a substantial financial commitment, for by 1911 the older brother had acquired a private library of nearly 15,000 books.15 The famous art historian Kenneth Clark described the life-changing impact on him by his attendance at a lecture given by Warburg in Rome in 1927:32

         
            Warburg was without doubt the most original thinker on art history of our time, and entirely changed the course of art-historical studies. His point of view could be described as a reaction against the formalistic or stylistic approach of Morelli or Berenson. But I am sure that this was not his intention, because from the first his mind moved in an entirely different way. Instead of thinking of works of art as life-enhancing representations he thought of them as symbols, and he believed that the art historian should concern himself with the origin, meaning and transmission of symbolic images. The Renaissance was his chosen field, partly because Renaissance art contained a large number of such images … Symbols are a dangerous branch of study as they easily lead to magic; and magic leads to loss of reason.16

         

         (Warburg had suffered a mental breakdown in 1918. In 1920 he had had to be hospitalised and it took him years to recover.)

         One of the strange tasks Aby Warburg had set himself was to trace the afterlife of ancient Greek and Roman iconography in, among other things, the postage stamps of his own time. He specialised in the Nachleben, the afterlife of classical Antiquity and the survival of its imagery into modern times. This kind of iconographic activity amounted to a Romantic resurrection which Warburg described as ‘ghost stories for adults’. Renaissance painters and subsequently Rembrandt and others had studied the ancient sarcophagi and triumphal arches and learned from the gestures of the carved figures on them how passion and movement should be depicted. Gestures encoded ideas. Warburg 33particularly interested himself in the Pathosformel, the term he used to designate the language of passionate gesture. Life and movement could be suggested by the play of wind on a woman’s hair or dress. But the real interest of the afterlife of such gestures lay in the Distanz (distance) between the original intention of the imagery on, say, sarcophagi and the new meanings that Renaissance and later artists gave to those same gestures. For example, ‘the ecstatic nymph’ in Greek sculpture and painting, identifiable by floating and flying drapery, was in its earliest appearances best understood as embodying a kind of Dionysian passion, but from the eighteenth century onwards was oddly interpreted by art historians as an image of Apollonian order. Moreover, in time the devices that high art had stolen from antique mausoleums and victory arches would be borrowed and adapted for lesser media and new materials such as postage stamps. The fifteenth-century portrayal of a woman bearing fruit in Ghirlandaio’s Birth of St John the Baptist in the Tornabuoni Chapel in Florence, which derived from the ancient image of the nympha, became in turn the ancestress of ‘La Semeuse’ (The Sower), a female figure who with minor variations featured on the standard range of French postage stamps from 1903 to 1938.

         Warburg’s library was organised in four broad categories: ‘orientation’, ‘images’, ‘ideas’ and ‘action’. Warburg was keen that the more detailed library classifications should cut across traditional specialisms and he hoped that a scholar’s quest for a certain book might lead to surprising and even more desirable finds among the books which were neighbours to the book that was initially 34being sought. ‘The essential thing is to obey what Aby Warburg called the “law of the good neighbour”,’ according to Roberto Calasso (on whom more below), as Calasso described how his own library was organised: ‘When looking for a book, you may discover that you were in fact looking for the book next to it.’17

         A devoted group of brilliant scholars, many of them experts in iconography, gathered round Warburg and made use of his library. When Warburg had his mental collapse, the library was turned into an institute and, when the Nazis came to power in 1933, the library and the scholars who made use of it moved to Bloomsbury in London. Eventually the Warburg Institute and its library became part of the University of London. Inspection of the shelves of the library can be a weird education in itself, as one finds oneself contemplating books and articles on such arcane subjects as earth eating or the prehistory of aviation. After the philosopher and historian of ideas Ernst Cassirer was shown round the library, he remarked: ‘This library is dangerous. I shall either have to avoid it altogether or imprison myself here for years.’ The library also holds a surprising number of stamp catalogues and related books on philately.

         According to the historian Simon Schama, Warburg believed that tracking a ‘motif from archaic sources through all the mutations and permutations of form and meaning over time would not only yield deep connections between past and present; it would also reveal somewhere along that road, its cultural and cognitive significance for human apprehension. This was not just art history, not even cultural history. It was the pursuit of truth, revealed not 35in some vast metaphysical Platonic design, but as a part-coloured mosaic of discrete pieces of our nature from which a coherent image might emerge. It was, in fact, like a stamp album. Warburg loved postage stamps and was a passionate collector. And since he believed that nothing was too picayune to carry the imprint of an ancient motif, he was as likely to lecture on stamps (as well as heraldry, signs of the zodiac, pageants) as on the repository of his great stock of memory.’18

         Warburg was at least as interested in the imagery of popular and ephemeral art forms as he was in the great artistic masterpieces. ‘This included the design of postage stamps and in the summer of 1927, he arranged an exhibition of postage stamps, offering a typology of their imagery, portraits, landscapes, heraldry, but concentrating in particular on the fate of classical symbolism.’19 He remained a stamp collector for most of his life and had a special interest in airmail stamps. After the Pact of Locarno was signed in 1925 and its three signatories were awarded the Nobel Prize in the following year, Warburg ‘had an airmail stamp designed which showed a plane thrusting upward and bearing the inscription “Idea Vincit.” The aircraft was to symbolise the victorious idea of Europe which Warburg hoped would emerge as a new reality from the horrors of the Great War in a new era of peace.’20 He was also very interested in zeppelins. He had been enormously impressed by Hugo Eckener’s captaincy of the first crossing of the Atlantic in the Graf Zeppelin in 1928 since he seemed to see this as a presage of Man’s conquest of the cosmos.36

         According to Schama, ‘his last project, which was called Mnemosyne, was in effect a gigantic vertical stamp album’. Warburg did not regard his collection of images as ephemera, but rather as ‘evidence of longevity, of endurance, of an inescapable haunting’.21 The aim was to assemble collections of related images—reproductions of artworks, postcards, newspaper clippings, advertisements, postage stamps and other ephemera—on a series of large panels. For example, Panel 77 includes reproductions of Eugène Delacroix’s Furious Medea and Scenes of the Massacre at Chios; a ten-drachma coin of ancient Syracuse featuring Arethusa; two images from golf competitions; fish recipes; the French stamp of ‘La Semeuse’; the Great Seal of Britain portraying Charles II as Neptune; and two stamps from Barbados, which feature Queen Victoria on a chariot of seashells. When Charles was portrayed in the likeness of Neptune as described in the Aeneid, one should not understand that the aim was to assert the identity of the two figures, but should recognise ‘a dynamic symbol with metaphoric distance achieved through archaeologizing mnemic catharsis’.22 (Mnemosyne, by the way, was the goddess of memory and mother of the Muses. A mneme is a person’s capacity for retaining the after-effects of a particular experience or stimulation.)

         Warburg’s study of artistic and popular imagery was driven by his fascination with the idea of a social mneme. But more specifically the zoologist and evolutionary biologist Richard Semon (1859–1918) had postulated the existence of an organic collective memory which was based on the inheritance of acquired 37characteristics. People’s nerves were altered by what they had experienced and in this fashion what they had experienced was passed on to the next generation. So Semon believed that this variant of Lamarckianism, or inheritance of acquired attributes, applied to social developments over the centuries. A mnemic trace or engram would be revived when a similar experience was encountered in a later generation. Thus heredity became a form of memory. Semon’s concept of the engram, a permanent impression made by a stimulus or experience, is somewhat similar to Thomas De Quincey’s notion of the involute (and we must come to that later). Semon’s ideas were briefly fashionable, though they were soon discredited after his death. But Warburg obstinately continued to reflect on Semon’s ideas and for Warburg his library and the Mnemosyne project were materialisations of his memory.

         The Mnemosyne project was not regarded by Warburg as a finished demonstration of a fixed body of knowledge; it was instead a Denkinstrument (a tool to think with) whose unexpected juxtapositions might lead to new ideas and further juxtapositions. It was not finished and probably never could have been finished. Some of his colleagues seem to have thought that Warburg’s tendency to free-associate about miscellaneous images hinted at a streak of residual madness. In its limitless and unachievable ambition the Bilderatlas (atlas of images) that was to be the concrete outcome of the Mnemosyne project can be compared to Benjamin’s Arcades Project, and we shall also come to that great work eventually.38
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         not all images were benign and in the 1920s Warburg came to believe that the fasces of Fascist Italy embodied a menacing reality. On the other hand, he worried about the emotional health of an imageless democracy and how that could be understood. He was perhaps right to do so. Modern artists and iconographers are mostly less familiar with classical heritage than their predecessors used to be. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries stamps were more often than not designed by artists who were familiar with the imagery of Antiquity and the Italian Renaissance. The imagery of their stamps made reference to ancient Romanitas—wreaths, columns, fasces and lightly tripping nymphs.

         But the rot started with the issuing of commemorative stamps, though Britain bravely resisted this unwelcome trend until 1924 when, with George V’s reluctant agreement, commemorative stamps were issued to mark the opening of the British Empire Exhibition. More broadly other countries were already issuing sets of stamps which were not primarily designed to be used for postage and instead were mostly produced to be sold to collectors. Had Warburg lived on into the twenty-first century he would have found it pretty difficult to trace the Nachleben of 39Antiquity in gaudy sets of stamps devoted to Cinderella, rocket science and recently deceased popstars. In the past there has been quite a lot of criticism by philatelists of the General Post Office and the vulgarity of the catchpenny commemoratives designed to attract collectors. It was something which came in with Tony Benn when he became Postmaster General in 1964. He tried but failed to remove the queen’s head from British stamps. Up until the mid-1930s the Post Office believed that the stamp was a symbol of a contract between the purchaser and the Crown and hence the inclusion of the monarch’s head in all designs. In his study of the semiotics of stamp design David Scott had this to say:

         
            Icons should always have a real link with the indexical function of the stamp which supports them; they should not, as in some recent colonial designs, merely offer images of Second World War aircraft, vintage cars, or The Magic Roundabout, labels which are not stamps in the true sense of the word but mere ‘icons’, stickers for the collections of juveniles.23

         

         For a philatelic purist like Simon Garfield, the 1860s was the heyday of British stamp design.

         The vulgarisation of stamp imagery was also roundly denounced in Benedictus’s The Stamp Collector. Having suggested that older stamps were beautiful because of their honesty, the author continued:40

         
            Latterly stamps were produced by greedy countries with the requirements of dealers in the forefronts of their minds. The simple process of planting a letter was no longer paramount. Greed and self-consciousness had taken over from naïf artistry. Who really wanted to stick vulgar reproductions of Rubenesque nudes on their envelopes? Things became so decadent that some countries seemed to have no raison d’être other than to issue stamps. The Tongans issued weirdly shaped stamps like jigsaw pieces, or blatantly coloured ones like luggage labels, or circular ones like gold coins.

         

         Ayn Rand had a similar complaint: ‘some countries are putting out an unconscionable amount of philatelic waste, more than could possibly be used for normal philatelic needs’. Benedictus laments what has been lost: ‘But in the first issues, patriotism, dignified symbolism, a flair for colour and a delight in the crafts of engraving and printing combined to produce not just beauty, but rare beauty.’24 The varied colours of the first issues of Nova Scotia were cited by Benedictus as exemplars.

         The novelist and fiction writer Francis Spufford (b.1964) has further drawn attention to the spurious connections between many stamp issues and the territories of their supposed issue:

         
            Signs and symbols of authority (like a flag, like a pistol volley) which referred to organisations of people, were carried where they no longer referred to anything. These days anyone can participate in the same fiction by collecting the postage stamps 41issued for the different national zones of the Antarctic. Printed in Europe or Latin America or Australasia, never used except by scientists and soldiers posted (in a realer sense) to Antarctic bases, the coloured commemorative sets still look nice in albums. They are the trimmings of a sovereignty that only exists in trimmings.25
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         now at last to return to Warburg, he used to correspond with another famous stamp collector, Walter Benjamin, though neither Warburg nor Benjamin was actually famous for being a stamp collector. Walter Benjamin (1892–1940), a German Jewish writer, is famous as a Marxist cultural theorist and essayist. He grew up in Berlin and studied at its university and at Munich and Bern. He published early essays on Baudelaire and did research on the origins of Baroque German drama, but thereafter he failed to follow an academic career. His interest in Marxism was strangely intertwined with an obsessive fascination with Jewish mysticism (and later Surrealism would provide a third thread). His deep interest in Jewish mysticism led to a life-long friendship and extensive correspondence with Gershom Scholem (1897–1982), the great scholar of Cabalism, Hassidism and other forms of 42Jewish mysticism. Benjamin collected books (specialising in children’s books and books written by mad people), as well as toys and stamps. Scholem was to write of his friend that while many of his books were for use, they were also contemplative objects that served as stimuli for reverie. He said that his library evokes ‘memories of cities in which I found so many things’.

         The American cultural critic Susan Sontag (1933–2004) phrased this more strongly: ‘Book-hunting, like the sexual hunt, adds to the geography of pleasure—another reason for strolling about in the world. In collecting, Benjamin experienced what in himself was clever, successful, shrewd, unabashedly passionate.’26 At this point it is time to digress and leave the account of Benjamin’s collections (before I had really started) and consider what Sontag, a leading commentator on the works of Benjamin, had to say about collecting in general. Sontag had studied philosophy in Harvard, Oxford and Paris. Thereafter she lectured in New York and turned to creative writing, though the first of her writings to attract a lot of attention was her collection of non-fiction essays, Against Interpretation (1964). She went on to produce interpretative essays on difficult writers like Artaud, Barthes, Godard—and Benjamin.

         The best-selling The Volcano Lover (1991), her most successful novel, deals with the lives of Sir William and Emma Hamilton in the Kingdom of Naples and the disruption to their lives in the 1790s brought about by the French invasion of Italy, the arrival of Admiral Horatio Nelson in Naples and the notorious affair between Horatio and the foul-mouthed but voluptuous Emma 43Hamilton. Her husband, William, is the ‘volcano lover’, the adoring student of Vesuvius. He is not only an obsessive collector of lava specimens but also of Renaissance and Mannerist paintings, books, manuscripts and antiquities. Among other things, Sontag’s novel serves as a vehicle for a series of meditations drawn from her long-standing preoccupation with the nature of collecting and collectors. To make some of her points she occasionally steps outside the fictional framework and abandons narrative fiction altogether in order to produce mini-essays on events and developments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Indeed the novel opens with a very brief prelude in which the author finds herself hesitating outside a flea market. In real life Sontag collected books, pebbles and seashells. Later in The Volcano Lover there are interesting digressions on such matters as the destruction by a madman of the British Museum’s Portland Vase in 1845, the origins of Puccini’s opera Tosca (premiered in 1900) and the doomed fate of William Beckford’s Fonthill Abbey, whose tower collapsed for the third and final time in 1825. The fabulously wealthy Beckford (1759–1844), the author of that marvellous Gothic fantasy novel Vathek, featured in The Volcano Lover, as he was a distant relative of William Hamilton and, like him, a notable collector, in Beckford’s case of books, oriental objects, ceramics, statues and French furniture. Beckford outlived Hamilton, his wife and Nelson by several decades.

         As the novelist John Banville put it in a review of The Volcano Lover in the New York Times: ‘Throughout her novel the author will return repeatedly to the dichotomies of love and money, 44art and value, possession and renunciation.’27 Sir William, in a curiously distancing fashion, is almost never referred to by that name and he is instead identified as the ‘Cavaliere’, just as Emma is normally referred to as ‘his wife’ and Horatio Nelson is always (mockingly?) ‘the hero’. At times I felt as though I was not reading a novel, but rather Sontag’s report on a novel. The Cavaliere is the collector par excellence. He likes to admire things and he collects in order to stave off melancholy:

         
            As a child he collected coins, then automata, then musical instruments. Collecting expresses a free-floating desire that attaches itself and re-attaches itself—it is a succession of desires. The true collector is in the grip not of what is collected but of collecting. By his early twenties the Cavaliere had already formed and been forced to sell, in order to pay debts, several small collections of paintings … To collect is to rescue things, valuable things, from neglect, from oblivion, or simply from the ignoble destiny of being in someone else’s collection rather than one’s own.28 [Note Sontag’s lapidary paratactic style.]

         

         Sontag associates collecting with men:

         
            So the old man collected the young woman; it could not have been the other way around. Collecting is both a sociable and a piratical activity. Women are reared not to feel competent at or gratified by the questing, the competing, the outbidding (as distinct from large-scale acquiring) demands. The great 45collectors are not women, any more than are the great joke tellers. Collecting, like telling jokes, implies belonging to the world in which already-made objects circulate, are competed for, are transmitted. It presumes confident, full membership in such a world. Women are trained to be marginal or supporting players in that world, as in many others. To compete for approbation—not to compete as such. (p.138)

         

         The Cavaliere ‘is eventually going to sell the best of what he buys—and he does. A gratifying symmetry, that collecting most things requires money but then things collected turn themselves into more money. Though money was the faintly disreputable, necessary product of his passion, collecting was still a virile occupation.’ This stems from ‘a lordly sense of himself’ that very few women could have (p.22).

         Collecting has its problems. Collectors who find new categories of object to collect run the risk of finding themselves priced out of the market they have formed by their collecting (p.71). There is a horrid paradox in collecting in any particular category, since ‘even if you could be sure that you had every last item, the satisfaction of having it all would eventually, inevitably decay. A complete collection is a dead collection. It has no posterity’ (p.72). Earlier the French sociologist Jean Baudrillard in his book Le Système des objets (The System of Objects) had similarly argued that when a collection was complete then it was dead. Obviously once a collection is complete one is no longer a collector, but merely its owner.46

         But coming back to Sontag: ‘Pleasure is haunted by the phantom of loss.’ On the other hand, displaying one’s collection is not the same as boasting, since the collector is only the servant of his collection. The collector is obliged to display his passion (p.144). As we shall see, she might be writing about Walter Benjamin here. Indeed happiness regarding what one has acquired and is able to display can enfeeble the collecting mania (p.180). ‘Every collector-passion contains within it the fantasy of its own self-destruction’ (p.187). ‘The Wandering Jew can’t be a great collector, except of postage stamps. There are few great collections that could be put on someone’s back’ (p.201).

         ‘The list is itself a collection, a sublimated collection. One does not actually have to own the things. To know is to have (luckily for those of great means). It is already a claim, a species of possession, to think about them in this form, the form of a list: which is to value them, to rank them, to say they are worth remembering or desiring’ (p.202). And on this subject of listing, this is what Spufford wrote when considering the sliding scale relationship between such everyday lists, such as shopping lists, and the literary deployment of lists such as Homer’s list of the Greek ships setting out for Troy: ‘richer, and a step closer to the complex intentions and complex effects of literature proper, are the catalogues of some sorts of collections. If architecture is frozen music, museums are frozen lists.’29

         In the introduction to his anthology of lists Spufford wrote: ‘My own inclination is to think of [lists] as a rhetorical figure—like 47hyperbole say, or zeugma—as an essentially humble figure that can be extended indefinitely and still flavour what it is applied to.’ Ciaran Carson was a master, perhaps the master, of the rhetorical use of lists. The Belfast-born poet and essayist Carson (1948–2019) was the son of a Catholic postman who, rather than be reduced to a slave of the English language, became fluent in both Irish and Esperanto and used to compose poetry in the lavatory of Belfast’s General Post Office. His son had various administrative jobs in Northern Ireland culminating in becoming Traditional Arts Officer for the Northern Ireland Arts Council. Though Ciaran Carson wrote novels and plays, he mostly gained fame as a poet. His poetry and his prose alike were digressive and in both he made use of the long line.
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         the star factory is a combination of childhood memoir and psychogeographic evocation of a vanished and labyrinthine Belfast, with many etymological essays inserted, as well as extended quotations from old reference books and curious folkloric tales told to the author by his father.30 Early on in the book Carson considered the nature of collecting in general. One of the things 48he collected as a boy was car numbers. (I used to do the same myself. What did we think we were doing?) But Carson also knew a boy who collected house numbers. Then Carson went on to list things which might be and were collected: ‘Cigarette cards, bubble-gum wrappers, barbed wire, spark-plugs, hock, anything in the shape of a pig, gold ingots, pewter, traffic cones beer cans, hypodermic syringes, clocks, rugs.’ Fifty-two more categories of collectables complete this great list. In Italo Calvino’s opening to A Collection of Sand, in the course of explaining the title of his volume of essays, he provided a similar though shorter list of collectables:

         
            In a recent Paris exhibition about bizarre collections—collections of cowbells, bingo games, bottle-tops, terracotta whistles, train-tickets, spinning-tops, toilet-paper packaging, collaborators’ badges during the German occupation, embalmed frogs—the case with the collection of sand was the least showy but also the most mysterious, the one that seemed to have most things to say, even through the opaque silence imprisoned behind the glass of jars.31

         

         I recently read a newspaper article about a man who collected shopping lists. Frederick William I of Prussia (1688–1740) collected a regiment of giant soldiers. He also acquired women in the hope of breeding giants.

         Though neither stamps nor giants were in Carson’s long list of collectables, in the pages that followed he immediately 49turned to stamps in order to provide examples of subsets in which the collector may choose to specialise in if he continues with his hobby. ‘Within the vast realm of postage stamps, for example, one might make a thematic collection, like the simple concept of a “stamp menagerie”, which could include the Cod of Newfoundland, the Tapir of the State of North Borneo, the Gom-Pauw of South-West Africa, and the Pigmy Hippo of Liberia.’ Carson then proceeds to list the contents of the room in which he is writing.32

         The book’s themes follow one another in a somewhat arbitrarily linked daisy-chain of memory. A couple of chapters later, in ‘The General Post Office’, he returns to the subject of stamp collecting and he starts with his graduation from ‘stamp collector’ to ‘philatelist’. Philately ‘implies study, the classification and taxonomy of minutiae, of variations in dies, fonts, paper, watermarks and perforations; in this Lilliputian world, flaws and errors are as eagerly sought after as genetic mutations by microbiologists, or quarks by physicists’. Carson goes on to quote Walter Benjamin on the overwhelming interest of overprinted stamps as ‘graphic cellular tissue’. In time Carson learnt to treat stamps with the attention, delicacy and respect which they deserved and he ordered the right sorts of things from Stanley Gibbons Ltd, ‘the Vatican of the philatelic world’. At the same time he became increasingly specialised. At first, drawn to ‘the sober, typographical designs and regal, defunct profiles’ (in a word, surely, their dullness), he collected stamps of the British Empire. But this was far too broad a category. Then he confined himself 50to Great Britain and Ireland and, later yet, to Ireland alone. The variations in the first overprints of the Provisional Government of Ireland (1922) were particularly fascinating (pp.30–34).

         After a brisk account of some Irish commemoratives comes one of his typical digressions: ‘The commemoratives of 1941, the 25th anniversary of the Easter Rising provide an interesting ideological detour.’ Carson seems eerily mesmerised by one stamp, known as ‘The Gunman’, which depicts a Volunteer rebel who carries a gun:

         
            Banal, pious, badly drawn, next to worthless in monetary terms, the Gunman is not a beautiful stamp, but it fascinates me. I love blue-black ink that seems to have a tint of bottle-green in it, so that it summons up the dull enamelled frames of Royal Ulster Constabulary bicycles, armed with upright handlebars, three-speed Sturmey-Archer thumbswitch gears, stirrup breaks and faltering hub dynamo lamps; the colour of gunpowder, broken states or magnets; the ooze-blue clay of the Lagan at low tide; coke-smoke from the Gasworks; livid, lobster-blue; rubber bullets, purple cobblestones, a smear of rotting blackberries, cinder-paths at dusk, when no one walks on them; the black arm-band of a temporary postal worker. (pp.36–7)

         

         In this manner the banal, miniature image has summoned up clouds of memory. An account of how the Easter Rising of 1916 was commemorated in later postal issues segues easily 51into account of the Easter Rising itself and the death of Patrick Pearse (pp.34–9).

         Other lists follow throughout the memoir, including one of the types of Belfast snacks and sandwiches, another of kinds of female linen worker, another of the remembered sequence of shop-fronts on the Falls Road and another of the component parts of a Meccano windmill. Towards the end of the book he returns to the Belfast General Post Office where he used to find temporary work on the Christmas post, and he lists the colours of the stamps on the letters that passed through his hands: ‘agate, bistre, carmine, deep blue, plum, purple, lilac, dull vermillion, milky blue, pale buff’. Carson’s list goes on, before giving way to his memories of the Irish Republic’s first airmail issues. These featured the Angel Victor, Messenger of St Patrick, carrying the inscription ‘Vox Hiberniae’ as it flew over rural Irish landscapes, and the summoning up of this image in turn gives way to Carson’s fantasy of the same angel with his ‘aerial Dresden vision’ flying over a Belfast that is no more: ‘two-up, one-down terraced houses, shipyards, spinning mills, tobacco manufactories, tram depots …’ The list goes on, ‘much of it banished now, into the maw of time, but still remnant in the memory of denizens and pilgrims like myself, and still extant in my father’s mind’. This in turn prepares the way for the boy’s final memory which is of the return of his father from his postal round (pp.289–92).

         The book is a marvel. How can any man have had so many words, Irish as well as English, at his command? Carson used his mastery of those vocabularies to take off into flights of 52etymological fantasy and he chose to celebrate the very ordinary in a high-flown rhetoric. The Star Factory is simultaneously an exploration of the labyrinth of memory, a taxonomy of minutiae and the conjuring up of the topography of a city that has mostly ceased to exist. Belfast was once the fifth-greatest industrial city in the world. The abandoned shipyards and mills mutely testify to what it has since lost. Much of the remembered Belfast has been destroyed, either by the IRA or by the inevitable ravages of time, and in this respect, as well as the penchant for digressive fantasy, The Star Factory somewhat resembles Louis Aragon’s Le Paysan de Paris, which commemorated a shopping arcade that was due to be demolished.
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         shortlisted for the Booker Prize, Shamrock Tea is another of Carson’s strange fictions—not exactly a novel, more a series of overlapping stories. The titles of its 101 short chapters are those of colours and their shades. Jan van Eyck’s painting, Arnolfini Portrait, is among those objects minutely scrutinised by visionary people who have consumed an Irish drug known as shamrock tea. Sherlock Holmes, a gardener called Wittgenstein and various saints make repeated appearances in the fragmentary 53narrative—and so do stamps. The young Berenice is admired by the narrator. ‘She was like a boy in many respects, and her stamp collection contained many beautiful items: I think especially of her complete set, together with some typographical variations, of the first Irish Provisional issues, which consisted of overprinted British stamps, and the rare Holy year error of 18 September 1933 in which the Adoration of the Cross is printed upside down.’ September 18 happens to be the Saint’s Day of Joseph of Copertino and the above has served as a philatelic prelude to an account of the miraculous levitations of the flying monk.33

         Serendipity, the faculty of making chance discoveries by accident, is one of the themes of Shamrock Tea. ‘Serendip’ was an old word for Sri Lanka, and ‘serendipity’ derives from a story by Horace Walpole, ‘The Three Princes of Serendip’, in which the three brothers make lucky deductions or discoveries. An early version of Walpole’s fairy story was known in ancient India and subsequently circulated in medieval Jewish, Arabic Persian and Turkish versions. The deductive model of the European version ‘holds an influential position in the development of “the making of retrospective predictions” that is not only a pivotal feature of detective novels à la Sherlock Holmes but also common to a variety of historical disciplines’.34 This sort of story may have had its origin in the yarning of huntsmen.

         In a much later chapter of Shamrock Tea, featuring Berenice, her cousin Carson and Maurice Maeterlinck, the Belgian who won the Nobel Prize for Literature, Maeterlinck compares the three 54of them to the three princes of Serendip, ‘who have the gift of making discoveries of things that we are not in quest of’, before going on to recall that Serendip was the old name for Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and that in more recent times the stamps of British Ceylon displayed coconuts. ‘The study of stamps gives us an insight into a wider world.’ The coconut under the crowned head of George V is both symbol of imperial wealth and a form of shamrock tea.35
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         to return at last to Sontag’s meditations on collectors and collecting, collectors are discriminating in their acquisitions. The items they will buy should be perfect. ‘The soul of the lover is the opposite of the collector’s. The defect or blemish is part of the charm. A lover is never a sceptic.’36 (For example, though the Cavaliere’s wife becomes very fat, this does nothing to diminish the hero’s passion for her.)

         The Volcano Lover ends in an abrupt tour de force, as Sontag (a fervent socialist) abandons the detached narrative voice and hands over the final pages to the republican revolutionary Neapolitan, Eleonora de Fonseca Pimentel, and lets her address the reader directly. ‘It was splendid only for the rich, it was gratifying only 55if one did not reflect on the lives of the poor’ (p.417). (But thanks to Sontag’s foregoing narrative we can indeed imagine the splendour and the poverty.) Eleonora denounces Sir William Hamilton as a worthless dilettante ‘enjoying the many opportunities afforded in a poor corrupt and interesting country to pilfer the art and make a living out of it and to get himself known as a connoisseur’ (p.418). That man created nothing and never had an original thought in his life. Eleonora’s curse brings The Volcano Lover to an end: ‘They thought they were civilized. They were despicable. Damn them all.’ Even so, Sontag wrote the book in a three-year-long ‘delirium of pleasure’.

         Now, returning to Walter Benjamin, he liked to display what he had collected, put them in his visitors’ hands and talk about those objects.37 ‘It was the small things that attracted him most,’ according to Scholem. ‘He loved old toys, postage stamps, picture postcards, and such playful miniaturisations of reality as the winter world inside a glass globe that snows when it is shaken.’ Moreover, as Sontag noted, ‘To miniaturize is to make portable—the ideal form of possessing for a wanderer or a refugee.’38 And Benjamin was a wanderer, moving from Frankfurt to Paris, to Moscow, to Heidelberg, to Ibiza, to Nice, to San Remo and to Paris again in 1932. In the course of the 1930s he wrote several versions of Berlin Childhood around 1930, which is not so much a fully fleshed memoir as a series of reflections on things and places in his boyhood. Finally in 1940 he attempted to flee from Vichy France and the Gestapo by crossing into Spain, but, when the 56Spanish authorities intercepted his group and threatened to return him to France, he committed suicide.
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