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WORDY


Sometime around the age of five I stopped talking; for perhaps a month, just long enough to put the wind up my poor parents who were driven to distraction by the sudden, inexplicable muting of their hitherto garrulous little boy. That, of course, was why I did it: this wicked act of oral retention. I can’t recall the exact moment of up-shutting; but I can certainly remember resenting being shown off as a freakishly precocious verbaliser. ‘Take them round the garden, Simon, there’s a good boy,’ my dad would say, and off I’d toddle, trailing the relatives behind me, announcing not just the names of the flowers clumped in the herbaceous border but their Latin names, memorised from those little wooden sticks that stayed with them after planting. On command I could do the weather and/or shipping forecast; the opening of The Wind in the Willows; or, if you asked nicely, King David’s grief over his dead rebel son. ‘Oh, Absalom, my Absalom’ I would pipe and the guests would fall about with startled hilarity, which I was unsure was a good thing, though I found myself nervously giggling along. I was such a chatterbox, my parents had no trouble, and no qualms, lying about my age to get me into school at four rather than the statutory five.


At some point I must have had enough, or sensed that withholding was power, and tied the tongue, good and proper. My sister, thirteen years older and often stuck with babysitting, glared at me over my mother’s ‘Taste of Eden’ soup as if she was on to me. I was carted round to speech doctors, head doctors and one heavy-set lady elocutionist whose witchy, spinach-green eyes and bristling, gun-metal grey hair, a few of which had migrated to her chin, thrust herself so close to my complacent little face that I was nearly frightened out of my Trappism. But I shook my head at everything sent my way, nice or nasty, sticking to the silence until some day or other (I remember it was spring because the yellow broom was out on the cliffs) I graciously returned to voice. Don’t even ask me why. Instead of getting a good hiding, my tormented parents hollered with overjoyed relief, enfolded me in laughing embraces, and walked me to the local sweetshop to buy marzipan fruits. Relieved at having escaped the larruping I richly deserved (in fact my father, as he often reminded me, ‘never laid a hand’), I went back to being wordy, performing for all and sundry at the drop of a gobstopper.


My reward for never going mute again was what I now realise was a great gift: a serial story, entirely of my father’s invention, which he would narrate every Saturday morning. Before breakfast and synagogue, I would climb into bed with him and get another ten-minute episode in the long-running epic of Knockemdown Ginger. ‘Knock knock Ginger’ I later discovered was the name of an unsubtle nineteenth-century prank in which boys rapped on random doors and ran away shouting ‘GINGER’. But my dad converted whatever memories he had of the game into a character, based somewhat on the similarly freckle-faced, mischief-prone boy who appeared in Richmal Crompton’s ‘Just William’ stories. But should Ginger ever come conker-to-conker with William in some cat-peed alley, it would be no competition at all. Ginger, after all, had Pieface Laroon and Godfrey McWillikins (yes, one fat, one thin) as his two lieutenants, not to mention Molly O’Bloomer, the wild-eyed tomboy who tagged along for the mayhem. Although Old Poultice the warty neighbour would summon PC Shredd to apprehend the underage criminals who’d trampled his petunias, chasing after a city goat, the nice Misses Crabapple would always get Ginger and the gang off the hook. ‘They mean well, Sergeant, they really do.’ Besides, both Rabbi Farfel and the Reverend Mincing had a soft spot for the snot-nosed rascals and could be relied on in extremis to plead mitigating circumstances when things – say a smashed shop window, or a bonfire out of control – went horribly wrong.


Anything to keep me listening and chatty. Five or so years after the speech strike my father would coax me into memorising and reciting passages from favourite books, many of them historical novels – The White Company or The Master of Ballantrae. It was as though these exercises would be vocal lubrication precluding the pipes from seizing up ever again. A few years later, we went Shakespearean, Arthur and I reciting ‘All the world’s a stage’ or (a favourite, complete with crazed Olivieresque snarling) ‘Now is the winter of our discontent’ till the women of the family begged for mercy.


Then there was rhetorical self-defence. Channelling his East End Brady Boys Club Cicero, he coached me in the art of debate. (‘Don’t forget the peroration! The exordium? Don’t worry but remember everything depends on your peroration!’) All round London and sometimes beyond, our Jewish youth teen-team went, dolled up in Prince of Wales check suits and white-on-white knitted ties, mouthing off about independent nuclear deterrence or the Mau Mau.


But in English classes at school something odd was happening, or, rather, not happening. Along with Shakespeare and Balzac’s Human Comedy, my father’s cynosure was, unsurprisingly, Dickens. Sunday after tea in the childhood years was Dickens time: readings out loud, either as a family or – more usually – with Dad taking all the parts. Not just the expected items: The Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Great Expectations, but the tougher reads: Our Mutual Friend, the opening of which scared the daylights out of me even more than Magwitch; Barnaby Rudge and of course those Two Cities. (Arthur went to town as Mme Defarge executing terrible guillotine effects, involving overripe melons and a hatchet.) But at school, there was no Dickens at all. There was Shakespeare galore; there was Poe, Eliot George and Eliot T. S.; Austen, Brontës, Gerard Manley Hopkins for Christ’s sake, but no Smike, no Estella, no Jellabys, no Bumbles. One day, feeling exactly like Twist asking for more, I asked why this was. ‘Oh’, came the raised-eyebrow reply from the English master who had handed me fourteen consecutive detentions for talking out of turn (a school record), ‘he [Dickens] so overdoes it.’ If we really wanted that sort of thing we could at a stretch have a shufti at Hard Times, the sole novel approved by the high priest of the New Criticism, F. R. Leavis, as, somehow, acceptably un-Dickensian.


Naturally, then, Dickens in all his intoxicated flamboyance became a secret pleasure. The more the critical priesthood pursed its lips at his word-gaming, the more I delighted in it. In particular I loved those cartoonish names on which were inscribed whole characters and destinies: Steerforth and Sowerberry; the Pardiggles and Tite Barnacles; Uncle Pumblechook and Herbert Pocket; Bentley Drummle and Vincent Crummle – high-coloured characters who processed before the reader like stage actors bellowing into the darkness or wringing their hands in the limelight. I couldn’t get enough of exactly the qualities the Leavisites thought most vulgar: the gravity-defying word-juggling; the somersaulting syntax; the tumbling diction; the orgies of adjectives, the manic alternations of broad comedy and dismal terror; the whole unembarrassed sense of literature as performance, written of course by an author who was so compulsively drawn to showtime that he would eventually be consumed by its brutal exertions.


Or, to put it another way, what I have always loved is literary abundance.


So did Erasmus. The year 1512 saw the publication in Paris of his De duplici copia verborum ac rerum (On the Foundations of the Abundant Style). It had been written during the early months of his stay in Cambridge where Erasmus taught Greek, worked on his purified New Testament, and complained a lot about the dreadful ale, the ‘unsatisfactory wine’ that did nothing to help his tormenting gallstones (he asked a friend to send the best Greek wine ASAP), the miserable biting fenland weather and the loneliness when much of the population fled the town to escape the plague. Copiousness of any sort was in scant supply. So he wrote up the manual on rhetoric, both oral and written, for students, which he had already sketched some years before. One of his great publishing successes, especially in England; revised periodically, it went through thirty-three editions in Erasmus’s own lifetime. Its opening exordium was to think of words as ‘surging in a golden stream, overflowing with an abundance of words and thoughts’. But this beautiful abundance was not to be confused with ‘futile and amorphous verbosity’, which far from embodying richness of imagination and elasticity of argument betrayed, paradoxically, the kind of vacuousness that lent itself to tiresome repetition.


The key was variety, which ‘everywhere has such force that nothing is so brilliant as not to seem dim when not commended by variety’. Nature itself rejoices in variety. And the opening short chapters of the book demonstrate in the most accessible and spirited way what its author has in mind. Just as dress should be neither dirty nor badly fitting or slovenly set on the body, so abundant style ought to suit its object. Variety did not mean incongruousness of the kind that would serve garlic along with Attic sweetmeats at a feast (no danger of that at Queen’s College, Cambridge). And literary furnishings need careful selection, not just as if the room was packed with branches of ‘willow and fig’ alongside Samian pottery ware.


What gladdened Erasmus was expansiveness; a piling-up of possibilities; the better to land on the bon mot. Chapter 33 of (what is commonly known as) De Copia offers the student multiple variations on tuae litterae me magnopere delectarunt (‘your letter has so pleased me’), but also ‘from your affectionate letter I received unbelievable pleasure’; ‘from he who handed me your letter I received a heap of joy’; ‘by your letter wrinkles were wiped clean from my brow’; ‘what laughter, what joy, what exultant dancing your letter caused me’; ‘your letter was pure honey to me’; ‘the letter of my dear Faustus was more sumptuous to me than Sicilian feasts’; ‘what clover is to bees, what willow-boughs are to goats, what honey is to bears, your letter is to me’ (steady on); ‘when I received your letter you would have said that Erasmus was drunk with joy’ – and about 150 other versions.


In the Erasmian universe, whole worlds could burst forth from a single observation; but he also relished the multifarious. With the geographic expansion to parts hitherto unknown, to Europe, to China and Africa, with the unearthing of classical sculpture, and ancient texts preserved through Arabic editions, European singularity was left behind, at least for adventurous minds like those of Erasmus and his friends Colet and More.


Renaissance wordiness ensued, the mind going magpie. Hither and thither it flew, picking up what the wide world had to offer without troubling too much, for the time being, to arrange its trove through some sort of ordering morphology. Intake was paramount. Hence the sudden popularity of commonplace books in which anything and everything that came the writer’s way could be set down – epigrams spoken and written; observations from the natural world; curiosa; an agate whose veining seemed to disclose a celestial landscape; a mandrake root resembling the likeness of the Saviour or Alexander the Great; the mystical signs of the Kabbalah; news from abroad of two-headed men.


In due course, the itch for plethora turned literary, and the long reign of Wordy was inaugurated. The original master of multiplicity was François Rabelais, who in one person had combined many kinds of vocation and thus languages: those of the Benedictine monk he briefly was; those of the lawyer he thought he might be; and especially that of the medicine he practised. It seems inconceivable that Rabelais would not have read Erasmus’s De Copia, and although the one work is schoolmasterly while Gargantua seems anything but, the two works share the same marriage of studious teaching with comic uproar along with an insatiable appetite for lists; that device that tries to register the infinite richness of the world and its words by accumulation. Listlessness is abhorrent to Rabelais; of its opposite there could never be excess. So when Epistemon is brought back to life from his decapitation by miracle medicine applied by Pantagruel’s friend Panurge, he feels compelled to list the fate of all the famous people encountered in the underworld of the dead, and whose condition, if truth be told, while something of a comeuppance, could have been worse. Not much, though, as conveyed by a marvellously extended list of the new occupations: Alexander the Great, eking out a living by patching old breeches; Xerxes, a mustard vendor; Agamemnon, a licker-out of casseroles; Darius, a cleaner of latrines; Justinian, a seller of knick-knacks; Julius Caesar, a scullion; Arthur of Britain, a cleaner of greasy headgear; Pope Sixtus, a greaser of syphilitic sores. ‘What?’ says Pantagruel. ‘Are there syphilitics in that other world?’ ‘Indeed there are,’ replies Epistemon. ‘I never saw so many, over 100 million. For you should believe that those who don’t catch the pox in this world will get it in the next.’ ‘Golly,’ says Panurge. ‘That lets me off the hook then.’


What all the most unbuttoned wordies – from Rabelais through Leopardi, whose Zibaldone, or ‘hodgepodge’ book, ran to thousands of pages, from Herman Melville to James Joyce, Salman Rushdie and David Foster Wallace – have in common is gutsiness, in the sense of their shared instinct for carnality, meaning the connection between sensuality and meaty-eatiness. Their imaginative lair is as much the alimentary canal as the cerebellum. You won’t get very far in Boccaccio, Sterne or Hazlitt before you hit the aromatic empire of chow: the hunting and devouring of it; its digestion, indigestion, coagulation, excretion; the re-fertilisation of the earth-matrix from which all this fecundity comes. When Shakespeare’s Prince Hal and his epitome of Gargantuan earthiness, Falstaff, conduct one of their insult-slams (always playful but also pointed) in Henry IV, Part I, they do it as a version of Carnival versus Lent, the stuffed against the meagre. And they go at it, needless to say, listily:




PRINCE: This bed-presser, this horseback-breaker, this huge hill of flesh.


FALSTAFF: ‘Sblood you starveling, you elf-skin, you dried neat’s tongue, you bull’s pizzle, you stockfish!




It’s natural, almost mandatory, then, for wordies to be foodies, but the kind of foody who actually plunges into the cooking and lets the roasting aroma fill the kitchen of his pages. Think of all the edibles in Dickens: Maggy’s chicking; the Pickwickian Christmas; the Manichean alternation between starvation and gluttony in A Tale of Two Cities; entire novels built around the denial or gratification of appetite: the terrible opening of Oliver Twist, or the cornucopian vision given to the miserly Scrooge of his own lodging:




Heaped up on the floor to form a kind of throne were turkeys, geese, game, poultry, brawn, great joints of meat, sucking pigs, long wreaths of sausages, mince pies, plum puddings, barrels of oysters, red-hot chestnuts, cherry-cheeked apples [two fruits in one]; juicy oranges, luscious pears, immense twelth cakes, and seething bowls of punch that made the chamber dim with their delicious steam.




The words themselves chomp, chew, suck, swallow and belch. They sound themselves into life. Doctor Rabelais has his baby giant Gargantua enter the world through the chamber of hearing (his mother Gargamelle having blocked most of the exit ways through an inordinate consumption of tripe close to her time). Add to that the intervention of a blundering midwife (‘a dirty old crone’) and the infant sprang through the cotyledonary veins of the womb, into the vena cava, ‘and clambering through the midriff, took a left path and emerged through her left ear’. Instead of a newborn mewling, the baby announced his arrival with a shouted, quintessentially Rabelaisian invitation: ‘Come and drink, drink, drink!’


For true wordies life is flooded with gusto. William Hazlitt – himself a virtuoso of many genres from political reporting to sports writing to art criticism and one of the wordiest of all English writers – devoted an entire essay to gusto, which he defined as ‘power or passion’. Sorting through art history, Hazlitt lined up the painters he thought embodied the vital quality: unsurprisingly above all, the famous flesh-masters Titian, Rubens and of course Rembrandt, who had it ‘in everything; everything in his pictures has a tangible quality . . . his furs and stuffs are proof against a Russian winter’. Besides Michelangelo, all anatomical gusto, Correggio was lovely but limp since in his figures ‘we see neither bones nor muscles’ – only the spiritually disembodied matter of ‘soul’. In literature, Hazlitt commended Shakespeare and Milton for gusto galore. But ‘gusto’, of course, derives etymologically from words denoting taste, exactly at the point where ‘tongue’ itself doubles inseparably as both language and the organ of flavour-capture. In his toothsome Dictionnaire de Cuisine, Alexandre Dumas père (himself a bit of a porker) explicitly brought story and cookery together through the serendipity of the alphabet, so that calape – a turtle stew he cooked and sampled on a voyage between Africa and Sicily that involved artful removal of the gall bladder and the addition of dry Madeira, poultry quenelles, anchovies and spring onions – directly precedes a potted romantic biography of the great chef, Marie-Antoine Carême – born in a woodshed as one of fifteen children of an indigent carpenter, and left to fend for himself by his father in the middle of a street at the age of eleven.


All the virtuosi of abundance have this Rabelaisian relish for literary mouthfeel, the echoing, sometimes shouty resonance of words way beyond their mechanically assigned function as vessels of description or argument. In the nineteenth century, practitioners of the abundant style took it to operatic heights of exclamation, so that the only way to read or even to make sense of Thomas Carlyle’s French Revolution, or the coloratura passages of John Ruskin’s Modern Painters, is out loud. At its most extreme, the grand style of Victorian writing approaches a sonorous equivalent to Gothic Revival buildings; profusely embellished spires shooting through industrial dimness. But at its best it achieves a kind of intense poetic illumination. Ruskin ends his autobiography, Praeterita, in the hills near Siena with a stupendous threnody, a perfect execution of what Erasmus classified as superlatio, which depends for its power on a song-like cadence, the dancing motion of the words matching the bobbing fireflies that give off its supernal radiance:




We . . . walked together that evening on the hills above where the fireflies among the scented thickets shone fitfully in the still undarkened air. How they shone! moving like fine-broken starlight through the purple leaves. How they shone! through the sunset that faded into thunderous night as I entered Siena three days before, the white edges of the mountainous clouds still lighted from the west, and the openly golden sky calm behind the Gate of Siena’s heart, with its still golden words, ‘Cor magis tibi Sena pandit’, and the fireflies everywhere in sky and cloud rising and falling, mixed with the lightning, and more intense than the stars.




All those works and words build into epic vision. But much (not all) of what follows is journalism, and newspapers and magazines aren’t in the epic business. Long form isn’t a licence to be long-winded. Deadlines and page layouts are merciless disciplinarians, and we working stiffs ignore those responsibilities at our peril. But many of the pieces have appeared in the pages of the weekend Financial Times, where the brief is to deliver economical hits of pleasure along with argument and provocation. That, in any case, has been the vocation of all the virtuoso essayists whom I have most admired – Montaigne and Hazlitt; Orwell and E. B. White; Hunter Thompson and David Foster-Wallace – all of whom, even at their wordiest, have made every sentence count, every paragraph convey whole worlds of experience. All of them, too, were artful practitioners of the double (indeed contradictory) sense of an essai: on the one hand, licence to take a crack at something without quite knowing where the writing will end up; on the other, a trial proof of material, a rigorous testing of its mettle. So, while not deluding yourself that you’re anything other than a journeyman shuffling along in the footsteps of giants, you get going: a thousand words, a few days, an anxious editor out there, one hand crossing its fingers, the other readying the pruning shears. You write, you file, you wait, all the time knowing that, but for the acute kindness, the generosity tipped with salutory brutality, all you would ever be is not so much dithyrambically wordy as just prolix.





REMEMBRANCE





History’s relationship to Memory is supposed to be that of the sober daughter giving shape and meaning to the indiscriminate recollection of her flighty mother. Look at their portraits and you can see the difference. Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Mnemosyne (Memory) has the powerful body of the Titaness, born of Gaia and Uranus, and is in fact the artist’s adulterous lost love, Jane Morris, brought to perpetual remembrance. She comes unbidden, dark brows heavy with melancholy, carrying the torch of her haunting. Images of Clio, her daughter, the fruit of a week of passion with Zeus, are sterner, for she represents history instructing posterity. Accordingly she is invariably shown with the open book that is her opportunity and her confinement: the matrix on which she must form indiscriminate recollection into a purposeful chronicle of fame. The Kings of France liked it that way. Is history, then, the severe bluestocking saddled with disciplining her mother’s dishevelled garment of memory into an enduring narrative?


Not quite. In the strongest, most enduring books of the past – Herodotus, Gibbon, Michelet – the two kinds of recall flow together. Memory’s stream carries the rich sediment of wordly experience – stories, documents, the physical lie of the land towards History’s pool of considered reflection. Memory without history is random recall; history without memory is just interrogation.


When history is summoned for acts of public remembrance, especially if the deeds to be kept alive in the collective mind are cautionary enormities, we assume that sobriety will rule over spontaneous recall.


But that’s not how it works. The indifference of future generations is only stirred to tragic empathy by imaginative re-enactment. And for that, personal narratives are necessary – a company of men fallen into the panic of war; a town of widows mourning their lost ones; a city disintegrating into anarchy as epidemic overwhelms its fragile order; a landscape scarred by natural calamity, or deformed into Otto Dov Kulka’s ‘metropolis of death’. History’s eloquence is inseparable from witness. ‘I was there’, such and such witness says, ‘now you must be too; let me take you into the company of the past and I will, in a while, return you to the living, more of a human than when you answered merely to the flashy beckoning of Now.’






MATZO BALL MEMORIES


It was when my friend Sid took a razor to the smoked salmon sandwich that I realised being a fourteen-year-old Jew in London was more complicated than I’d assumed. He did a good job on it, too, slashing it to greasy ribbons in an adolescent frenzy of red-faced fury, impressive when the weapon was just a pencil-sharpener blade. Once I’d got over the shock of the assault on Cohen’s finest Scottish hand-sliced, I tried to grab it back. The blade skidded across the palm of my right hand, opening a 3-inch wound below the fingers. I howled while dripping blood onto the rye with caraway but, many stitches later, I swaggered back, cocky with cred, to bestow magnanimous forgiveness on the glumly penitent Sid.


Frankly, I blamed my mum. Smoked salmon sandwiches for lunch every day: how was that going to square me with the Gentiles? There were days when I envied the goyim their mince and their frogspawn tapioca; and hungered for the dark and dirty freedom from kosher. But the awful truth is that until the sandwich pogrom, it had never occurred to me that a daily smoked-salmon lunch – worse, complaining about having to eat it all the time – might get up the nose of boys doomed to Shippam’s shrimp paste, or the steak’n’gristle glop served by Doris in the hairnet, and that they might think, as Sid did, just for that one moment, and never again so far as I knew, Christ, bloody Jews.


It wasn’t that we were the kind to throw around our money or our weight, because we didn’t have much of either. We were in Golders Green in the early 1950s because my father, Arthur, had come down in the world a bit; taken one of his periodic falls from grace in the schmatte trade, steep enough for us to have to sell off, in a hurry, the Tudor-ish villa by the sea.


So we said so long to the half-timbered Jews of the Essex littoral in their gold-buttoned blazers and weekend convertibles; to the cliff walk with the gorse bushes where cheeky Jewish dachshunds sniffed Gentile retrievers; to the sunken rusticated garden with its winsome stone Cupid and heavily composted gardener Bill, who, pipe clenched between his shag-stained teeth, gruntingly tended the antirrhinums; farewell to the matronly house help to whose apron clung a faint but unmistakeable whiff of transgressive bacon; toodle-oo to the walnut-fascia Rover; to the loud parties where, in front of innumerable uncles and aunts who’d come down from London, Dad would shamelessly do his Jack Buchanan soft-shoe shuffle and tell the odd off-colour Max Miller joke; shalom to all that and hello to a hill of pebble-dash semis in NW11.


My mother Trudie, in shock, railed at my pa for his commercial failings, invoking Wilkins Micawber a good deal. When he couldn’t take any more, Arthur would march off down the hill, coming home slightly tiddly, playing worryingly with the soup noodles at supper.


But Golders Green was just fine with me. Sixty years ago it was an island of cosmopolitanism between high-minded Hampstead and gritty Cricklewood. In Golders Hill Park and on the Heath you could catch the cultured end of the Jewish immigration of the 1930s – from Berlin and Vienna – reading poetry on the benches. The Jewish flavour of the place was no more than just that: the bakeries where you could get gleaming challah bread and poppy-seed-filled hamantaschen at Purim; killer strudel; and properly boiled, chewy flat bagels, not the bloated, puffy monsters that have taken over the world; kosher butchers where the customers haggled about the brisket; and Cohen’s, that temple of smoked salmon and pickled cucumbers. Golders Green Road also had survivors from the traditional, bosky suburban village it had long been: flower shops; tailors; the kind of groceries where the assistants stuck money into whizzing overhead pneumatic tubes. Other tweed-free communities, Asian and Italian, had settled in. I saw my first urban turban and inhaled my first hit of roasting coffee beans on the Road. This was where I wanted to be.


So when a bus conductor shouted, ‘Gol-ders Green: get yer passports out!’ I chuckled along with everyone else. I loved being one of Them: the loudmouths, the violinists, the wide boys with the sharp suits, the showmen. I didn’t want to blend in with the tea-cosy people of Macmillan’s Britain, shuffling patiently forward in the bus queue, muttering about the weather. I was happy to be a Brylcreem boy, a jiving Jew from the Green, from my gleaming winklepickers to the white knitted ties and the snap-brim trilby worn with an attitude on the way to shul. Mind you, I didn’t want to be in the company of the frum, either, the ultra-orthodox with their deep swaying and knee-bobbing, the corkscrew sidelocks and fringed tzitzit worn on the outside; the pallor peeping from beneath the homburgs.


But, in the 1950s, they weren’t often to be seen in Golders Green. On the Monopoly board urban geography of Jewish London, the frum were mostly still stuck in the purple squares of Stamford Hill. Brown was Whitechapel and Stepney, where both my father and mother had started life; their parents coming from the Turkish Balkans, Romania and Lithuania. The oldest of my father’s twelve siblings were still stuck in the East End, and when we went to see them it was like a trip to some sort of mournful immigrant antiquity: their dreaded sponge cake, and the tall glasses of lemon tea, sipped with spoonfuls of plum jam.


At the other end of the Jewish Monopoly board was Park Lane, where, miraculously, one of my mother’s cousins, the ones who had gone from running Soho pubs to importing pink champagne, had settled in unimaginably high bourgeois splendour. The sofas alone would swallow one’s small behind in their downy cushions. Somewhere in between, on the red and yellow Monopoly squares, were ‘comfortable’ Hendon and Finchley, where yet more uncles and aunts shovelled the strudel in living rooms still misty with last night’s Partagás cigar fumes.


The home I always made a beeline towards belonged to the handsome tie manufacturer with a Chekhovian line-up of daughters: the chatty oldest one, the creamily beautiful but scornful youngest, and, in the middle, the merry, tan-skinned teaser with just enough of a hint of wicked glinting from the golden chain about her neck to put a boy right off his bar mitzvah rehearsals.


So there we all were in various degrees of comfort or modesty but, at least, unlike some of my mother’s mother’s Vienna family, we were alive. By the time we moved back to London, the war had been over barely ten years. The ‘Holocaust’ wasn’t even a word used about the slaughter. We seldom talked about it, except for fleeting analogies on Passover and Purim, both commemorating the destruction of early editions of Hitler: Pharaoh, Haman, the perennial mamzers, the bastards. There wasn’t even much to read until Lord Russell of Liverpool, a lawyer at the Nuremberg trials, published his Scourge of the Swastika (1954), which we devoured in the upstairs synagogue library, aghast and fascinated by the hecatombs of bones; the naked women running before the grinning guards. My mother spat ripe and terrifying Yiddish curses at the whole idea of Germany (exempting only a small town on the Austrian border, where, in 1921, aged nine, she had been taken in by a kindly Burgomeister when she missed her train connection en route to her uncle in Vienna).


My father took the high road and concentrated on the good fortune of having been born British, especially gifted with the priceless, indestructible power of the English language. It was as though Shakespeare, not Monty and the troops, had beaten the Nazis. ‘A Jew’s best weapon is his mouth,’ he would say to me, though his own had been on the receiving end of many a knuckle sandwich courtesy of the Blackshirts. But out of devotion to the biggest mouth-makher of all – Winston Spencer Churchill – he made sure I was schooled in oratory before I was even in my teens. To Arthur’s energetic, hand-wagging stage direction, I did Crispin Crispian from Henry V, or ‘All the world’s a stage’ in the living room while my mother fried the gefilte fish.


So the fit between being British and being Jewish seemed to my parents, and to their two children – to whom they had given the very British names of Simon and Tessa – utterly natural, beshert even – historically fated. As well as Dickens and Shakespeare on the bookshelf at home, there was Fielding, George Eliot, Austen, the Brontës, Hardy, Wells and (a special passion of Arthur’s, who spoke as if he had known him personally) anything written by G. B. Shaw.


Parliament was still something to revere; an indomitable institution that, for all the appeasers, had stood fast when European democracies across the Channel had crumpled into murderous fascism. They took delight in the number of Jewish MPs (most of them Labour): Barnett Janner, Manny Shinwell, even the alte-Bolshevik Sydney Silverman, and, as far as my dad was concerned, Benny D’Israeli, too. Even some of the notoriously nose-holding British peerage who thought Jews frightfully entertaining but preferably not in their clubs were co-opted as sympathisers.


During the war, Arthur and Trudie had decamped to Knebworth in Hertfordshire, partly to get out of the way of the bombs and partly so my mother could be closer to her job at De Havilland aircraft, where she was secretary to racy test pilots who flirted with her over a whisky and splash in the local pubs. In the village, Trudie, a storyteller who could charm the birds off the trees, was on tea-shop and shopping-basket terms with Lady Lytton of Knebworth House, whose name she would ever after intone with glowing admiration, in the plummy accent she would switch on when chatting with the upper crust. Every so often this included the Queen Mother, who would visit the Stepney Jewish Day Centre where my mother made a second career, and, less probably, her pal John Profumo in his long atonement phase volunteering at Toynbee Hall in the East End.


Vocalised English in all its various glory was music (literally) to their ears. My mother’s idea of a lullaby reflected exactly her twin passions for the cockney and the kosher: Marie Lloyd music hall one night, Sophie Tucker (‘The Last of the Red Hot Mamas’) belters the next. The result was that I was the only six-year-old in Essex who could give you a powerful rendering of ‘My Old Man’ and ‘Some of These Days’ in kindergarten, whether you wanted me to or not.


On sunny Sundays my dad would don his raffishly striped blazer and go into Jerome K. Jerome mode on the Thames, somewhere between Old Windsor and Datchet. Sitting me at the tiller of a small craft, he would tilt his boater at a jaunty angle and tune up his Noël Coward medley.


In Golders Green, our oak-panelled and stained-glassed synagogue had an air of late Victorian ecclesiastical grandeur about it: ‘wardens’ in ceremonious top hats, installed in a special boxed-in pew at the front of the congregation. The reading desk, instead of being in the middle of the synagogue, was removed to the far end in front of the ark, more like an altar table at the end of a church nave. High up above the ark behind a metal screen, a massed choir, featuring my cousin Brian as the star tenor, poured the operatic melodies out on to the congregation below, a flock that, on Yom Kippur, would include singer Frankie Vaughan, who we kids secretly willed to burst into a chorus of ‘Green Door’ right in the middle of the service.


And yet there were moments when the force of ancestral memory cut right through the solemnities. I’d learned to read Hebrew when I was quite small, had even gone on to teach it at the local synagogue Sunday school. So when, on the Sabbath, I grasped the silver yad – the pointer made in the form of a finger to remind us that the only aspect of the disembodied God revealed was the finger that, according to Leviticus, had written directly onto the stone tablets at Sinai – I became, through the mere act of chanted reading from the Torah, connected to the great chain of endurance embodied in Hebrew writing.


I would stray, far and wide. Bar mitzvah done with, I’d spend more time hanging round the Golders Green telephone booths (remember them?) angling for long-lashed girls than in pondering the Talmud. For much of my teen years, being Jewish meant Zionist socialism on the Finchley Road – where the girls wore no make-up and danced with abandon – while being expert in dialectical materialism, the polemics of nuclear disarmament, the halutz pioneers’ songbook, avant-garde films and prolonged making out. Both that impassioned secular Zionism and the easygoing Judaism of the oak-panelled synagogue, unconflicted about its co-existence with the Gentile world around it, now seem relics of the lost innocence of half a century ago. Both now are fighting rearguard actions against more adamantly separatist constructions of Them and Us.


I am not especially happy about this. But there are moments when, sometimes, abandoning a film crew or a conference, I find myself wandering towards a synagogue wherever I happen to be: to the grand doors beyond the tough Israeli security detail in Rome; to the shuttered slats of Cochin; the wrought-iron balconies in Shanghai; the bulbously beautiful brass candelabra in Amsterdam; the pale tiles of Marrakech. If there is a congregation, I will find a seat, open a prayer book, and know my place right away. If it is empty, as is so often the case, I will fill it with remembered melodies, first learned in Southend and London, summoned as easily and instinctively as breathing. ‘Etz chayim hee la’machazikim ba’, my remembrance sings, ‘A tree of life for those who hold onto it . . .’ Somehow I still do.




OTTO DOV KULKA IN AUSCHWITZ


It is commonplace that in the matter of the Holocaust, words fail us. Language, especially the wrought language of literature, struggles to register atrocities unrecognisable as the acts of sentient humans. Yet however unequal to the task, writers persist in their efforts to give form to smoke; to match words to madness. Sometimes, pardonably, fiction writers fall into the error of encompassing enormity by acts of literary violence. Monsters of prosody result, which, with every shriek amid the bloody mire, only draw attention to how far they miss the mark.


But, silence being the handmaid of oblivion, nothing is not enough. The memory-vacuum will quickly be filled by the lies of deniers, whose numbers are increasing not diminishing. So chroniclers of what Otto Dov Kulka calls the ‘Great Death’ continue to be torn between redundancy and futility. The dilemma is particularly acute among the dwindling band of survivors whose personal testimony is unreproducible by second-hand accounts, yet who are traumatically burdened with the indecency of adjectives; the sense that writing may never be more than an artificial simulacrum of what remains buried in their nightmares like deep-lodged shrapnel.


Kulka, professor emeritus of Jewish history at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, is one such survivor. In Landscapes of the Metropolis of Death he recalls reading, after considerable reluctance, a much-praised account of the extermination, which nevertheless provokes in him only a total failure to recognise anything remotely close to his own experience of Auschwitz-Birkenau.


Was that book, one wonders, the work of Primo Levi, who may himself have been a fatal casualty of the struggle between word and memory? Like Levi and H. G. Adler, Kulka has long wrestled with what he should do with his burden of recall, some of it, like the sense of being perpetually returned to the gates of Auschwitz, mercilessly involuntary. Like Adler (in his sober non-fiction), Kulka has elected to steer clear of anything resembling autobiography and to address the horror instead with the analytical tools of the historian. But that turns out not to have given him peace. So over the years he confided to a tape recorder his dreams, nightmares and memories, which so far from being shrouded in the wraithlike indeterminacy of phantoms, have, for better or worse, remained visions of unsparing precision and concreteness.


Fortunately for us all, he has been persuaded by friends and the promptings of his own formidable decency to turn those spoken recollections and meditations into the astonishing book that is Landscapes of the Metropolis of Death. In its essence this is not so much a book about Auschwitz as one about coming to terms with the shock of survival. Like the eleven-year-old Kulka, who came within a few hundred metres of the crematoria, assuming that he would perish there, the writing hovers around the incineration, as he puts it, ‘like a moth circles a flame’.


The origins of the book in Kulka’s patient but exacting self-interrogations; his post-war circumlocutions and confrontations; the visit to the camp, once with his father who also survived; the attempts to liberate himself from the nightmare of obligatory return by doing just that – all mean that Kulka’s style is bony and austere, with scarcely a note of literary striving in the hundred-odd pages. His prose is halting and broken as befits its subject; interspersed with black-and-white photographs, which in their amateurishness make no attempt to frame the magnitude of what they ostensibly record: the stoved-in remains of the crematoria; the ‘forest of concrete pillars’ once supporting the barbed-wire electrified fences that held the population captive.


W. G. Sebald, acknowledged as one of those encouraging Kulka to write and publish, is an obvious and appropriate model for wrestling quietly with the infernal. Kafka, too, supplies sympathetic correlates for Kulka’s perplexities. Yet amid the fragmentary, digressive impressions are images of terrible poetic concreteness: the black stains of the Death March that resolve into corpses shot by the Germans and dumped at intervals by the snowy roadside; the ‘speck’ of his mother in ‘a thin skirt that rippled in the breeze’ as she walked off to a labour camp without ever turning her head to look back one last time at her son; a prisoner attempting to dodge the rain of blows beating down on him from the SS through a kind of ‘grotesque, bizarre dance’.


What, ultimately, makes Kulka’s book unlike any other firsthand account written about the camps is the authenticity of its vision of an eleven-year-old boy. By some freak of fate (the logic of which is explained at the end of the book), Otto and his mother, who had volunteered to go from the notoriously fake ‘resettlement’ village of Theresienstadt to Auschwitz, were exempt from the usual merciless division between those swiftly destined for the crematoria, where ‘the living, who enter in their masses in long columns and are . . . transformed into flames, into light and smoke, then disappear and fade into those darkening skies’, and those fit enough to slave until they too, after six months, shrink into the skeletons covered by yellow skin he sees carted away each day from the barracks dump. Instead, Kulka and his mother are mysteriously lodged, with thousands of others, in a familienlager, a family barracks where they are spared the shaven heads and camp uniform; where the boy even gets to sleep beside his mother. The barracks turns into a true school, where the future historian learns for the first time of Thermopylae and Salamis; where the children perform an opera and, in an act of stupendous defiance of their fate, sing Schiller’s words and Beethoven’s melody of ‘Ode to Joy’.


But this miraculous capsule of cultural survival within Auschwitz is, of course, a calculated contrivance of Nazi propaganda, designed to persuade Theresienstadt prisoners that these were the conditions that awaited them upon resettlement to the east, and to convince inspectors from the International Red Cross that reports of torture and immolation were baseless slanders. Once the IRC had fallen for the propaganda stunt at Theresienstadt, there was no further need for its Auschwitz counterpart. Five thousand mothers and children sharing Kulka’s barracks were taken at one fell swoop to the gas chambers, leaving room for another group who in six months would be similarly disposed of. By one of the strokes of luck that Kulka recognises as determining the fate of the doomed, he and his mother were in the camp hospital with diphtheria when the rest of the familienlager were murdered.


There are other moments of fortune that left Kulka possessed by a sense of reckoning suspended rather than obviated. Handing his father a bowl of soup through the electrified fence, his hands (curious to see if the touch was fatal) stick to the wire. The boy assumes he is already dead and is amazed to discover that the landscape of Birkenau remains in his sight in the afterlife. Then he has to ensure that the burns, which turn lacerating and pusswollen, are not discovered, since his unfitness for labour would send him summarily to the crematoria.


All this is unimaginably horrifying, yet through the eyes of little Otto we can, again, apprehend it. In a particularly moving passage, he considers himself spared the ‘acute, murderous, destructive discord and torment felt by every adult inmate who was uprooted and wrenched from his cultural world . . . and which was almost always one of the elements of the shock that often felled them within a short time’. For him, he writes, that shock ‘did not exist because this was the first world and the first order I had ever known: the order of the selections, death as the sole certain perspective ruling the world.’


Whether or not setting all this down has done anything to relieve the unrelenting grip the ‘metropolis of death’ holds on his mind, or whether it has tightened that hold, Kulka does not say. But since he has done the rest of us – and the world – so great a kindness by writing his book, one hopes for his sake the former. Ending in Jerusalem with his going ‘to usher in Shabbat with the children of the sons and daughters of Job the Just’, he offers the barest glint of sunlight amid a thunderous darkness.




THE EMPEROR OF LIES


I suppose it’s too much to ask for a moratorium on the publication of Holocaust novels, but perhaps we might take a breather from having to read them, and especially those that parade their literary pretensions. As if 2009’s prime offering in the genre, Jonathan Littell’s radically over-hyped The Kindly Ones, was not enough, along comes another, the Swedish writer Steve Sem-Sandberg’s The Emperor of Lies, all puffed up with the kind of ‘fine writing’ that succeeds only in drawing attention to the emotional and moral void at its centre.


The emperor in question is Chaim Mordechaj Rumkowski, the ‘Eldest of the Jews’ who held dictatorial sway over the Łódź ghetto in Poland after it had been sealed by the Germans in May 1940. By practising a policy of slavish co-operation, and by turning the ghetto – in which 200,000 souls were packed – into a complex of small factories and workshops, making goods in return for food supplies, Rumkowski claimed to have saved Łódź from earlier extermination. It was indeed the last of the ghettos to be liquidated in the summer of 1944; but it was also the place in which nearly 50,000 died from disease and malnutrition and from which tens of thousands were sent to the first mass-murder camp of Chelmno, 60 kilometres away. Rumkowski was deported to Auschwitz on one of the last transports out of Łódź.


Rumkowski has remained a subject of agonising and bitter contention ever since, not least because we know so much about him and the utter wretchedness of the Łódź ghetto (in effect an urban labour camp) over its four years of existence. Apart from the sometimes formulaic Ghetto Chronicle, a daily record of doings official and unofficial, there are the photographs by Mendel Grossman, the personal diaries of Josef Zelkowicz and Dawid Sierakowiak. Sem-Sandberg knows, and has used much of, this material and wears his research with an air of almost pedantic studiousness. But the mercilessness of the truth is impossible to reinforce with the novelist’s hand. When Rumkowski is faced in September 1942 with an ultimatum to surrender the elderly (the over 65s that is) and small children, to save the ‘healthy’ occupants of the ghetto fit for work, he spoke with terrible candour. ‘A broken Jew stands before you,’ he said. ‘I must cut off limbs to save the body . . . I come to you like a bandit to take from you what you most treasure in your hearts.’


The fact that Sem-Sandberg quotes verbatim from some of these documents in no way mitigates the question: what is the point of fictionalising any of this? Or of adding to Rumkowski’s already appalling resumé – rumoured to include the molestation of girls – the graphically described paedophiliac abuse of an adopted son? Is there not enough cruelty, desperation and terror in the truth to forbear from the luxury of fiction? The only justification would be if the novel yielded some sort of understanding that the archive resists. But no such augmentation of empathy occurs at any point in the course of this relentless, and ultimately tedious, book.


Worse than the defensively carried historical baggage is the matter of the writing itself. There is no doubt that Sem-Sandberg is a technically gifted writer. Passages in the book that sketch in a landscape of the ghetto – streets and buildings, the children’s home where much of the action unfolds – are done with a kind of ashy poetry. But this is scant relief in a book that turns on the style when Sem-Sandberg wants to shove our faces in the unsparing detail of the horror. People are tormented, mutilated and done to death in every imaginable fashion – as indeed they were – but in case that’s not enough, Sem-Sandberg makes sure to add elaborately stylised massacres of cagebirds and rats.


When a grotesque figure called ‘The Belly’ has his eyes torn out with an iron hook by a Jewish policeman, Sem-Sandberg has a high old time with the imagery: ‘As the blood flowed, the gouged-out eye dangled on its string like an egg coated in an oily brownish membrane.’ You want to ask the writer: did writing that particular sentence, that particular simile, give you special satisfaction?


There is much in this vein running through The Emperor of Lies, although the German perpetrators of the atrocity remain for the most part a distant presence. What there isn’t is any memorable characterisation (least of all of Rumkowski himself), any gathering tension of plot, or any grain of redemption amid the wall-to-wall cruelty, suffering, treachery and malice, much of it inflicted by Jews on fellow Jews. The fact that so much of the book turns on the fate of children only makes its failure of tenderness the more distressing.


It makes you wonder what Sem-Sandberg thought he was doing when he perpetrated this lumbering monster of a novel. Also it makes one meditate on the relationship between personal experience and moral power needed to take on this kind of subject. I am not of the school that believes a writer must have survived the camps in order to have written decent fiction about them. But one can’t help reflecting that when works such as Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man and H. G. Adler’s astonishing Panorama draw the strength of their narrative from direct memory, and their own non-fiction accounts, there may be something to the connection. Beside their raw witness to an evil so unspeakable as to be all but unwriteable, Sem-Sandberg’s misbegotten effort is just a 672-page cautionary footnote.




THE REMAINS OF THAT DAY


What are public memorials for? Are they meant to perpetuate the sorrow of loss, pay a debt of respect, or set a boundary about grief by turning it to public reverence? Must their primary obligation always be to the immediately bereaved? Should such places be no more than a site where those victimised by slaughter can find consolation in a community of mourning? Or is a public memorial, by definition, created to make something more universally redeeming from atrocious ruin? Does remembrance invite instruction or forbid it? Should it make mourners of us all, bow the heads and stop the mouths of all who stand before it? Is it greatly to their credit that Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama will stand at that haunted site on the tenth anniversary and not utter a word? Or is that silence a missed opportunity for reflection?


For some of us these will never be purely academic questions. I was in New York on 9/11 and in London on 7/7. I am a citizen of both of these unapologetically secular, mostly tolerant, rowdily cosmopolitan cities that the exterminating apostles of destruction chose as their target. I am at home in both places: I think of them as ‘the mansion house of liberty’ – in John Milton’s fine phrase from Areopagitica, the poet’s passionate 1644 defence of freedom of publication – and the temerity of that liberty was, in the mind of the murderers, cause enough for immolation.


Like so many others, I knew someone who was the victim of the massacre. She was not a close friend but the sister of one of my closest; a woman our family knew well from firelit evenings in a Massachusetts suburb, someone who had taken my children in her arms, had shoved cupcakes into their crumby mouths, who was the epitome of humane affection. Ten years on, without any effort whatsoever, I can close my eyes and see her face, hear her soft voice, and register the warmth of her distinctive presence. My 9/11 will always be more than a news event; it will always bear the imprinted portrait of the wide and gentle face of the murdered Laura attached to it. But Laura’s own family, especially her distraught sister Terry, a good strong intelligence, has from the start been determined to make something more from her tragedy than agonised remembrance. Journeying to Iraq, talking to people who have undergone their own forms of undeserved assault, Terry has wrestled with understanding.


At the World Trade Center site this week, I search for Laura’s name, cut into the blackened bronze lip that overlooks the cascades of the 9/11 memorial, pouring into the two immense basins of grief that outline the phantom towers. The names file endlessly along the perimeter, gathered, by wish of their families, in what the memorial’s designers call ‘meaningful adjacencies’, which, in English, means in groups of passengers, firefighters, office colleagues – the working cells of the human beehive. It is those waves of names that drift through the place like spirits. The memorial’s architect originally wanted them to be inscribed on the granite walls of the cascades, washed by the fall of his tear-drop waters. But that would have been a victory for classical aesthetics over simple emotion; it would have made them remote from their nearest and dearest who, rightly, insisted they be lifted to the living space of the memorial plaza, accessible to touch, to the fingertip trigger of love’s memory.


Does that suffice, for decency’s sake? Or do we owe it to their sacrifice and to our own future to make a translation from yesterday’s torment to tomorrow’s resolution, and bend ourselves to something more thoughtful than the periodic brandishing of the military fist? At the risk of vulgar presumption, ought we to meditate on what, exactly, it is about the free life of a democracy that we would defend it to the death in the face of theocratically sanctified mass murder?


The competing claims of lamentation and instruction were embodied in the guidelines provided for the memorial by the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation. Every victim of the attacks – in New York, Washington and aboard flights 11, 77, 93 and 175, as well as the six casualties of the abortive bombing in 1993 – was to be given recognition. Provision was to be made for visitation and contemplation, and the footprint of the towers was to be left forever exposed. More sententiously, the document also called for a work that evoked ‘the historical significance’ of 9/11 and would create ‘an original and powerful statement’. It was this last invitation that unloosed gushing fountains of quasi-spiritual vapour, even among the finalists chosen – from more than 5,000 submissions – by a panel that included Maya Lin, designer of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the great African-American sculptor Martin Puryear.


Gisela Baurmann proposed a Memorial Cloud; its ‘top surface . . . a translucent bandage healing a wound . . . during the day the cloud like an undulating veil, a sinuous surface forming cathedral-like vaults’. Pierre David prefaced his plan for ‘A Garden of Lights’ by declaring, in the breathless manner usually reserved for the trailers of disaster movies, ‘There was a last hour, a last minute, a last second, that 2,982 stars went dark.’


But even these overwrought exclamations pale in comparison with some of the more egregious submissions (which can be read in their entirety on the WTC website); including an ‘enormous white marble Carrrara rock’ suspended 30ft above the ground on a titanium chain; a colossal question mark entitled ‘Who Did That? What Did That?’, and, most appalling of all, a proposal featuring 25ft-long sculptures of silhouetted bodies ‘punched out of stone . . . hurtled as if in a trajectory or force field . . . These silhouettes,’ explained Eric Staller, who came up with this ghastly notion, ‘will be perceived as floating or flying forms in space at peace.’ Well, no, Eric, they won’t.


By comparison, ‘Reflecting Absence’, the project of architect Michael Arad and landscape designer Peter Walker, is a model of moral tact and poetic indirection. A play of dialogues lies at the heart of their design: between the deep granite well of sorrow and the animated plaza filled with the living, between the fugitive quality of the waters and the regenerative growth of the hundreds of swamp oaks planted about the upper level. Arboreal resurrection is a commonplace of memorials – though no bad thing for that – and very often, as here (and at the deeply moving Oklahoma City National Memorial to the victims of the 1995 bombing), features a single ‘survivor’ tree (in this case a Callery pear) that acts as a living, vegetable hero of the blast. But the trees are planted in relentless military rows, which, together with the tomb-like granite slabs dotted around the plaza, make that space more dutifully mournful than you would wish, especially since the deciduous oaks will be little more than bare branches during the long months of New York’s merciless winter.


It’s hard, amid the welter of construction noise and the relentless testing of the emergency public address system, to conjure up the tonal character that will compose the memorial’s tragic euphony: the soughing of Hudson valley winds through the foliage, the muffled downrush of the waters. The falling that is inescapably at the heart of the remembrance is echoed poetically in the 30ft drop of the cascades. Bravely, instead of allowing those waters to collect and recycle from a limpid pool, Arad has them drain away into abysmal sinks, a darker stain of granite than the basins, akin to the unfathomability of the desolation. Notwithstanding their name for the memorial, perhaps Arad and Walker understand that, by definition, absences can never be mirrored except as phantom visions, so that the reflection triggered by their work, however unforced, will be more philosophical rather than optical.


But what form will that reflection take? Arad and Walker understand, I think, that multitudes will come to the memorial, unphilosophically, first and foremost as an act of empathy; to suffer vicariously terror and pity; and then to share in common elegy. But, inevitably, people, especially from beyond New York, will be drawn to experience the history-shudder that comes from walking on a site where an act of unconscionable horror took place. The shock will be sustained in the on-site museum housing explanatory materials and a collection of remains: scorched phones, ragged fragments of clothing and personal testimony. The museum will not open until 2012, but its graceful armature, at once luminous and hard-ribbed, is already apparent and something of a reproach to the nondescript towers rising around it. And it has at its core something of a transformational marvel: twin surviving steel columns about 70ft tall, coloured a burnt coppery hue and surmounted with a distinctive webbed ‘trident’ that forms a kind of heroic capital. The first thing any visitor to the museum will see, the columns will, like the pear tree, be taken to heart as emblems of unbowed endurance.


But how eloquent can dumb steel be? Is there something else to be said? For, truly, there are no value-neutral memorials. One of the most grandiloquent, the Lincoln Memorial – designed by Henry Bacon and dedicated in 1922 – in Washington DC, is dominated by the martyred president, literally colossal in stature but also in the ideals he articulated. He is seated as if in profound thought; and the most solemn of those thoughts are duly inscribed on the walls of his enshrining temple. Not far away is the most recent addition to Washington’s monumental statuary, in the form of a 30ft-high statue of Martin Luther King – inaugurated, appropriately, by the first African-American president.


Memorialised heroes could be wordy or mute. But how to remember Joe and Jane? It was only when the twentieth century ratcheted up the scale of atrocity that high and mighty minds gave systematic thought to what forms the remembrance of ordinary mortals might most decently take. After the First World War, there was already some sense of the incommensurability trap, that traditional figurative monuments with their dauntless bayonets were somehow feebly inadequate to the scale of the tragedy. How could the dead, whether of an annihilated city or a slaughtered army, be represented as unbowed in bronze when they had been bloodily exploded in the Flanders mud or entombed in the burning wreckage of Coventry or Dresden?


The aptest responses were those that either abandoned figuration for a kind of elemental simplicity – like the grave of the Unknown Warrior buried in Westminster Abbey in 1920 – or else aggressively distorted it in keeping with the wounds inflicted on the classical ideal of the human body by modern savagery. Pablo Picasso’s Guernica – created for the pavilion of the beleaguered Spanish Republic at the Paris Exposition of 1937 – continues to be harrowing because its Cubist language for once stopped being a medium for formal ingenuity and instead carried the sense of art, as well as humanity, helplessly imploding. Ossip Zadkine, a Jewish survivor of both world wars, was commissioned by another Jewish survivor, Dr Gerrit de Wal, owner of the Bijenkorf department store, to make a memorial to the incineration of Rotterdam by the Luftwaffe and in The Destroyed City produced an unsparingly confrontational sculpture, a limb outstretched to the merciless sky, both defiant and vainly protective.


But there have been annihilations so total, such as the Nazi genocide of European Jews, that any sort of figuration has invited bathos. The most successful memorials have instead been emblematic inversions of what was destroyed – such as Rachel Whiteread’s monumental, millennial Vienna library of negative-cast books – or summarising analogies – such as the Berlin Holocaust Memorial’s ramped field of 2,711 stelae erected in 2004, beckoning the visitor into a descending, darkening universe of interminable tombs. The thoughtfulness with which Peter Eisenman and Buro Happold rose to a daunting commission did not preclude one of its organisers from describing it as a ‘tourist magnet’, nor does it stop children from using it as a hide-and-seek playground. Whoops come from the world of the dead.


In the hands of the uninspired, of course, poetic abstraction can be as inadequate as cartoonish figuration to the work of giving shape to emptiness. For the vocabulary of abstraction – hollowed spheres and discs, the brutally soldered girder, the lacy spray of spokes – has been so depleted by overuse as to risk innocuousness. For the London 9/11 Educational Project, Miya Ando has fashioned a sculpture, also from ruined columns, that no one, I think, could accuse of being an abstraction of convenience.


The urge to say something moves restlessly amid the ruins. But in the case of 9/11 some of the proclamations have been numbingly banal. Daniel Libeskind, whose original design for a ‘freedom tower’ complete with a ‘wedge of light’ to be illuminated every 9/11 has been disastrously compromised by the requirements of commercial space and defensive security, claimed that retaining the slurry wall that prevented flooding from the Hudson River would reveal ‘the heroic foundations of democracy for all to see’. More fatuous still is the obsession with the tower’s toothpick mast reaching 1,776ft, as if one measures the genuine grandeur of the Declaration of Independence by the altitude of a skyscraper.


If we must speak as well as weep, then let us speak thoughtfully as befits the magnitude of the onslaught on the ‘mansion house of liberty’ and the enduring nobility of the ideals that the 9/11 terrorists were so avid to demolish. Of those ideals none, wrote Milton, were dearer than freedom of conscience. His vision of a ‘vast city, a city of refuge’ where ‘there be pens and heads . . . sitting by their studious lamps, musing, searching, revolving new notions and ideas’ utterly unchained by guardians of conformity, is New York, is, at its best, the American Republic. And Milton’s passion to dissociate sin from crime, to deny the state any authority in matters of belief – ‘The State shall be my governors, but not my critics,’ he wrote in Aeropagitica – had an American heir, albeit in the anti-urban person of Thomas Jefferson. So if we wish – and perhaps we should – to make a 9/11 memorial not merely out of concrete and cascades but from the living body of the idea that most clearly separates us from the death-drive of the intolerant, let it be Jefferson’s, written for an Act for Establishing Religious Freedom in Virginia, drafted in 1777, that ‘truth is great and will prevail if left to herself [for] she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error and has nothing to fear from the conflict unless by human interposition disarmed of her natural weapons, free argument and debate, errors ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to contradict them’.


And there is another high principle, dear to New Yorkers, abhorrent to the armed evangels of purity, be they fanatical jihadists or racist Nordics – one on which the immigrant Republic of the United States was founded: pluralism. The survival of that ideal lives on at the memorial, and not in any tablet of text but in the names inscribed on its rim, the neighbourliness of the beautiful impurity of cosmopolitanism: Shakhar Kumar; Whitfield West Jr, Marianne Liquori Simone, Helen Crossin Kittle and Her Unborn Child. The world music of those names is perhaps all the eloquence we need.




NEIL MACGREGOR: GERMAN MEMORIES


‘Suppose’, I say to the director of the British Museum, as we sit in his office, ‘I want to write the history of Neil MacGregor in three objects. What would they be?’


‘Golly!’ he says. ‘One never thinks of oneself in those terms.’ The animated voice, at once posh and populist, tails off in amused reflection, but only for a moment. Then, like the sport he is, he plays the game. ‘Yoghurt,’ he says, decisively, ‘a pot of Danone yoghurt.’


And then the story of Neil MacGregor – where he came from, what he became, the marvels he makes for British culture – begins.


‘My parents’ – both Glasgow doctors – ‘were of that generation completely marked by the war.’ For many Britons, that meant a recoil from Europe – but not for MacGregor’s father and mother: ‘They were absolutely determined I should be brought up as a European.’ And thus, at ten years old, began the Glasgow boy’s wanderjahre – the making of the roving, endlessly curious, marvellously cosmopolitan mind Britain is lucky enough to have had presiding, successively, over two of its greatest cultural institutions: the National Gallery and the British Museum.


‘I was sent to France, on my own’, to a family in Paris and Arcachon, that lovely Atlantic seaside town south of Bordeaux. There, young Neil had his epiphany with Danone yoghurt and life was never the same. ‘There was no such thing as yoghurt in Glasgow in the 1950s . . . salt in the porridge, yes, but not yoghurt, much less “yow-uhrt” as I learned to pronounce it.’ A dreamy, happy look comes into his eyes as he intones, as if about to burst into song, ‘Yaourt, dessert agréable et sain.’ ‘That was the first French phrase I learned! I wandered happily around Paris by myself, then, back in Glasgow in 1957, I said – hopelessly pretentious as I was and wanting to be somebody else – “I just can’t go on without yoghurt.” My parents took a dim view of this but realised it was their fault for having introduced me to sophistication. There was only one place I could get yoghurt and that was the Jewish delicatessen, so off I went, armed with my pocket money, and that was my first encounter with European Jews.’


There in the Glasgow deli, buying yoghurt from the white-aproned Jewish refugee, inhaling the aroma of sausage entirely unrelated to bangers, the boy MacGregor became, heart and soul, a cosmopolitan. That the shopkeepers spoke German was itself unexpectedly thrilling. ‘In general, in the social hierarchy of Scotland, you didn’t expect shopkeepers to be polyglot.’


The Glasgow deli – simultaneously Jewish and German, and this just twelve years after the great extermination – was the threshold of a life that would be devoted to the exploration of cultural paradox; to what MacGregor calls ‘the complication of history’. His own history has not been uncomplicated.


After reading French and German at Oxford, he was set to write a thesis at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris. The subject was Denis Diderot, the sceptical philosopher and playwright whose omnivorous, encyclopaedic intellect and droll temper would have been a perfect match for MacGregor. Instead, he was summoned back by his father to solid professionalism in Scotland: a law degree and then, for some years, practice. It was while he was a lowly apprentice in one of the grandest Glasgow law firms that he remembers one of his young colleagues being told, as a Catholic, that while he was welcomed as an apprentice, he must never dream of making it to a partnership. (He did.)


Perhaps it was this sudden revelation of stifling narrowness that sent MacGregor, at the comparatively late age of twenty-seven, back to his true calling. While a student of art history at The Courtauld, he received the benediction of Anthony Blunt. From editing The Burlington Magazine he became, at forty-one, the director of the National Gallery. Over fifteen years he wrought a mighty transformation, turning a slightly forbidding cathedral of art into the people’s treasure house without the slightest compromise of aesthetic or scholarly standards. He could work this wonder, as he did again at the British Museum, because in a markedly unBritish way, Neil MacGregor is unafraid to care, and care intensely. And what he cares about most is the museum as more than a lodging house of masterpieces. For MacGregor, the purpose has always been historical and anthropological, to make a place where people rethink their place in the world and rediscover, richly, just what it means to be a human.


MacGregor is about to embark on what may be his most challenging exercise yet in cultural education: a thirty-part series of weekday programmes for BBC Radio 4, coupled with an exhibition at the British Museum, modelled on the phenomenally successful ‘History of the World in 100 Objects’. But instead of a Minoan bull-leaper or a Hawaiian feather helmet, this show will feature an Iron Cross, a Gutenberg Bible, the great Tischbein portrait of Goethe, the inscription from the gates of Buchenwald concentration camp, and a wetsuit in which fugitives from the Stasi hoped to make it to freedom across the Baltic in a dinghy. For MacGregor’s subject is Germany – from nebulous, scattered, medieval beginnings, via passages of cultural glory and unparalleled brutality, all the way to the twenty-fifth anniversary of the demolition of the Berlin Wall and the latest iteration of the protean, endlessly mutating thing that is Germany arriving at the status of the senior power in Europe.
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