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The Kremlin’s 
theory of victory

The new year in Ukraine started as the last one 
ended, with the continued Russian bombard-
ment of the civilian population. On 14 January 
a Russian missile hit a block of flats in Dnipro, a 

city in central Ukraine, more than 200km from the front 
line. The city is a crucial hub for humanitarian aid. By the 
latest count, 44 people were killed, including five children. 
There were no military targets nearby. This must be  
investigated as a war crime.

Yet, as well as terrorising civilians and demonstrating 
contempt for human life, this Russian strike – like the 
many others before it – serves a tactical purpose for 
Vladimir Putin, consistent with the Kremlin’s evolving 
theory of victory in Ukraine. It is part of a systematic 
campaign to destroy the country’s civilian infrastructure 
and economy. The aim is to drive new waves of refugees 
into the rest of Europe and to ratchet up the cost to its 
Western partners of supporting, and eventually rebuild-
ing, Ukraine. Vladimir Putin wants to signal that he is 
committed to this war for the long haul; that he will 
never abandon Russia’s claim to Ukraine, and he is pre-
pared to destroy the country rather than back down.

This is a bluff. These attacks on civilians, which cheer 
the war’s supporters in the Russian nationalist blogo-
sphere and are celebrated by state media outlets, obscure 
the weakness of the Russian military, whose performance 
has been characterised by failure and repeated reversals. 

Russia claims to have captured the town of Soledar in 
eastern Ukraine on 13 January (although this is disputed 
by Kyiv), which if confirmed would improve its position 
in the ongoing battle for Bakhmut – one of the bloodiest 
struggles in the war – by bringing it within Russian artillery 
range. But a closer look at the fighting, and the divisions 
that have already emerged in Moscow as the mercenary 
group Wagner, led by Yevgeny Prigozhin, tries to claim 
credit over the ministry of defence, reveal that any vic-
tory is likely to be pyrrhic. 

The Russian advance on Soledar and Bakhmut has 
incurred heavy losses, with US estimates claiming that at 
least 4,000 Wagner mercenaries have been killed and 
10,000 injured so far – that is more than a quarter of the 

group’s approximately 50,000 recruits. Russian artillery 
fire overall, as of 10 January, was also estimated to have 
decreased by as much as 75 per cent from its earlier peaks 
as Russia’s ammunition stocks have been depleted. While 
international sanctions have so far failed to devastate 
the Russian economy, as had been hoped in the West, the 
cumulative toll is building. The notion that Putin can wage 
war indefinitely is a fantasy.

Yet the Russian tyrant will be cheered by the familiar 
spectre of domestic political dysfunction that has re-
emerged in the United States, by far the most important 
source of military and economic support for Ukraine. 
The news that classified documents have been found at 
Joe Biden’s home and former office has weakened the 
president’s position, and with the Republican Party now 
in control of the House of Representatives, aid to Ukraine 
will be carefully scrutinised. Support is already falling 
among Republicans. 

There are also predictable political divisions in Ger-
many. As Jeremy Cliffe writes on page 31, Christine Lam-
brecht resigned as defence minister on 16 January after 
months of criticism over her faltering response to the 
war. Despite Olaf Scholz’s declaration in February 2022 
that the Russian invasion represented a Zeitenwende – 
turning point – in German and world affairs, his govern-
ment has been lacklustre. Ms Lambrecht’s departure will 
not resolve the underlying tensions in Berlin over how 
much support should be provided to Kyiv, and whether 
to send – or allow other countries such as Poland to send 
– its Leopard 2 tanks. All of this merely encourages Putin. 

The best way to halt Russian aggression is for Ukraine’s 
Western supporters to demonstrate unity and resolve. 
European leaders must make clear to their own citizens 
that the future of the continent’s security architecture is 
being decided in Ukraine. The Russian military is not as 
strong as its continuing assault on civilians suggests, and 
the West showed in its initial response to the war that it 
was not as weak or as divided as Putin, and his fellow 
autocrats, had assumed. This is no time to give up on 
Ukraine. Vladimir Putin must understand that this is a 
war Russia cannot win. 

Vladimir Putin  
is signalling that 
he is prepared  
to destroy 
Ukraine rather 
than back down
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Editor’s Note
From radical to reactionary, Paul Johnson 
came to hate the left but never lost his rage

My last conversation with Paul 
Johnson, the journalist, author 
and former New Statesman editor 
who has died aged 94, was in 

2015, at the launch party for Hugh Purcell’s 
biography of John Freeman. We both spoke 
at the event, and afterwards we discussed 
the mysterious allure of Freeman. He never 
wrote a book and disdained attention, yet 
moved through public life with imperious 
ease, occupying notable roles as a soldier, 
politician, editor, television interviewer, 
diplomat, businessman and academic. 
Johnson had succeeded Freeman as editor 
of the New Statesman in 1965 – they 
remained close to the end of Freeman’s life 
– and before that they’d worked together 
under the editorship of Kingsley Martin 
during the period when the New Statesman 
became the dominant political and literary 
publication of the era, read by both left and 
right, as it should be. 

I’d first encountered Johnson many 
years earlier when, as a schoolboy, I read his 
columns in the Daily Mail – my mother’s 
newspaper of choice in the late 1970s.  
I understood easily enough that Johnson 
was an ardent defender of Margaret 
Thatcher – he shared her social 
conservatism, her Atlanticism, and her 
hatred of the left and the then powerful 
trade union movement – but what I 
struggled to understand was why he 
seemed so angry, not just some but all of 
the time. Only much later did I discover he’d 
once been a man of the left – a former 
editor of the New Statesman, no less – and 
wrote with the fire and zeal of the convert. 

Appalled by the revolutionary social 
excesses of the late 1960s and scornful of 
the anti-intellectualism of the Labour left, 

Johnson announced his turn to the right in 
a 1975 New Statesman essay, “The Rise of the 
Know Nothing Left”. “Without a struggle, 
with complacency, almost with eagerness, 
[Labour] has delivered itself, body, mind 
and soul, into the arms of the trade union 
movement,” he wrote. Johnson could be 
preposterous and unpleasantly reactionary. 
He loved being a provocateur – he told me 
that if a column took him longer than an 
hour to write there was something wrong 
with it. But there were other Johnsons:  
the Spectator columnist who could write 
gracefully about literature and theology (his 
favourite essay, he told me, was Charles 
Lamb’s “Dream Children”, a beautiful 
meditation on loss and grief); and the 
prolific author who wrote bestselling 
histories for the general reader.  

***
Every New Statesman editor, Peter Wilby 
once wrote, “starts with a belief that he (it’s 
always been a he so far) can restore the 
magazine’s glory days. I was fired in the end. 
Not all the others suffered the same fate, 
but most left office with a sense of 
disillusion and disappointment and, in 
some cases, mental turmoil.” In our recent 
Christmas issue, Steve Platt wrote 
poignantly of the stresses of editing the  
New Statesman after John Major sued the 
magazine for libel in the 1990s. Johnson 
was a successful editor, at least initially 
– the New Statesman recorded its highest 
ever print circulation in his first year – but, 
according to the Times’s obituary, he too 
departed disillusioned. “Readers started to 
fall away to more sectarian publications and 
the political tensions… took their toll on 
Johnson personally. He began to drink 

heavily – a weakness that was periodically 
to trouble him until he gave up alcohol 
altogether some 25 years later – and in 1969 
he suffered a breakdown.” In 1970 he was 
replaced by an aged Richard Crossman, 
previously a regular contributor, whose 
editorship would be a failure and last only 
two years. 

***
In the spring of 2013 my former colleague 
Jonathan Derbyshire and I were planning 
for the New Statesman’s centenary and so we 
visited Johnson and his charming wife, 
Marigold, at their home in west London.  
It was fascinating to spend the afternoon 
listening to Johnson, the old anger now 
subdued, as he described the New Statesman 
in the 1950s and 1960s. He’d taken particular 
interest in what he called “the middle” – the 
essay in the middle of the book, before the 
book reviews began, that could be more 
personal and less directly preoccupied with 
the Westminster scene or world politics.  
He mentioned as especially memorable 
“middles” Bernard Levin’s “Am I a Jew?”, 
Malcolm Muggeridge’s “The Royal Soap 
Opera” (sounds familiar) and his own witty 
denunciations of the Beatles and James 
Bond, the print equivalents then of “viral” 
online hits today. As we were leaving, 
Johnson gave us each a copy of his most 
recent book, about Charles Darwin (he 
complained he was now read much more in 
the US than the UK), as well as a hardback 
anthology of New Statesman profiles. These 
were originally published unsigned but, in 
the book, Johnson had written in pencil, at 
the end of each profile, who he thought the 
author was. We included all the pieces cited 
in conversation that afternoon, including 
profiles of Sartre and Koestler, in our 
centenary editions. 

*** 
In recent weeks, as chair of a special 
“winner of winners” literary award, I’ve been 
reading – and in some cases rereading – the 
24 books that have won the Baillie Gifford 
Prize (formerly the Samuel Johnson Prize), 
which celebrates its 25th anniversary this 
year. It’s an outstanding list of prize-winning 
non-fiction books from which my fellow 
judges – Shahidha Bari, Sarah Churchwell, 
Frances Wilson – and I have the honour but 
also the considerable challenge of choosing 
a shortlist, to be announced on 9 March. 
The winner – the very best of the best, as it 
were – will be revealed on 27 April at a 
ceremony held at the National Museum of 
Scotland in Edinburgh. In the meantime, 
Waterstones is promoting the prize with 
displays of all the Baillie Gifford-winning 
books. Do read some of them if you can. 
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At around 4.20pm on 11 April 2008, Graham 
Seymour returned to his home near the 
Hampshire village of Highclere to find that 
someone had crashed a plane into his house. 

The two-seater aircraft was destroyed, but the pilot, 
who had been flying alone, fortunately survived and was 
taken to a nearby hospital, to be treated for a head 
injury and broken ribs. Seymour later found out that the 
pilot was the wealthy businessman Christopher 
Harborne, who had been attempting to land at a private 
airstrip he had built in the garden of the neighbouring 
property. It would not be the last time Harborne’s quiet, 
intensely private life would come into sudden and 
dramatic contact with the lives of others. 

Flying is not Harborne’s only hobby. He is also one of 
the biggest individual donors in British politics, and 
among the most secretive. With the publication of the 
latest House of Commons Register of Members’ 
Financial Interests, Harborne has once more emerged 
from the blue: he was named as Boris Johnson’s 

Newsmaker

Who is the political donor 
Christopher Harborne?

By Will Dunn
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biggest financial backer, having given the ex-prime 
minister £1m – the largest single donation ever made to 
an MP – in November. Electoral Commission records 
show he has donated more than £15m to British political 
parties, including over £1m to the Tories last year. 

Most of this money went to the Brexit Party, which 
was established in January 2019 to campaign for a hard 
or no-deal Brexit (the party rebranded as Reform UK in 
November 2020, and shifted its focus to campaigning 
against lockdowns and net-zero regulation). In 2019 and 
2020, Harborne gave the party £13.7m, becoming the 
main source of funding for one of the fastest-moving 
and most effective start-ups in British political history. 
At the European Parliament elections in May 2019 the 
Brexit Party – established less than six months earlier 
– won 29 seats and 5.2 million votes, becoming the 
biggest single party in the European Parliament. 

The former director of communications for the 
Brexit Party, Gawain Towler, recalls Harborne 
buying a coffee machine and a fridge on arrival 
at the new party’s headquarters. Towler was 

sent out to buy “decent tumblers”, tonic water and 
lemons, in case anyone needed a gin and tonic. 

And then, for a couple of days a week, as the Brexit 
Party became the biggest populist party in the UK, its 
main financial backer sat in a corner, running businesses 
in the UK, Thailand and the US from three computer 
screens that remained angled into the corner. Towler 
remembers Harborne as someone who “didn’t say a 
great deal, smiled a lot, was terribly, terribly polite and 
diffident”. In a populist party dominated by huge 
personalities, he says, Harborne “never stuck his oar in”, 
only volunteering opinions when consulted on matters 
such as freeing the UK’s financial sector from European 
oversight. “Obviously,” he concedes, “his discussions 
with Farage would have been different.”

Harborne’s money, meanwhile, spoke volumes: the 
Brexit Party was the biggest spender of the elections, 
amplifying its message with rallies and social media 
campaigns. “We could risk doing stuff that wasn't 
tested, wasn’t tried,” says Towler, “we were able to go 
on this tour around the country, book decent venues… 
we were given the liberty not to worry about money.” 

Humiliated by the result and fearful of the upcoming 
general election, the Tories removed Theresa May and 
installed the one politician more readily identifiable 
with Brexit than Farage. Boris Johnson’s promise of a 
simple EU withdrawal allowed him to replicate the Brexit 
Party’s success that December. Harborne finally got 
what he’d hoped for: a Brexiteer in Downing Street. 

What did the man who paid for the Brexit Party want 
from leaving the EU? Like much about Harborne, it’s 
hard to say. Having studied engineering at Cambridge, 
he worked at McKinsey in the late 1980s before taking 
senior management positions at firms including Walkers 
and PepsiCo. From there, it begins to get cloudy: in 2003 
he appears to have registered a business, the aviation 
fuel company AML Global, in Thailand, using the name 
“Chakrit Sakulkrit”. In 2014 the annual report of a Thai 
investment company, Seamico Securities, noted that 
Chakrit Sakulkrit had been appointed a director of the 

company; helpfully, the document included a 
photograph and short biography that were 
unmistakably Harborne’s. 

In a long trawl through the business directories of 
the US, the UK, Thailand, the Bahamas and the 
Panama Papers, in which he appears a number of 
times, numerous addresses crop up for his companies, 
but they appear to be virtual offices favoured by 
company formation agents: shells, rarely if ever visited 
by the company owners themselves. He appears in the 
UK’s Companies House register as Christopher 
Harborne and Chakrit Sakunkrit (the Thai character lo 
ling can be transcribed as a roman “l” or “n”). 

One pattern that does appear in Harborne’s 
businesses is that beyond his interests in aviation (AML 
Global sells fuel, while Sherriff Global Group, of which 
he is CEO, sells private planes) he has a long-standing 
interest in deregulated finance – like many of Brexit’s 
wealthier supporters– and particularly cryptocurrency. 

The Thai business register shows that as Sakulkrit, 
he has several registered Thai companies that appear to 
be related to cryptocurrency, while through AML Global 
in Hong Kong he established an enterprise with the 
German crypto entrepreneur Marco Streng. He was 
reportedly an early shareholder in iFinex, the parent 
company behind the crypto exchange Bitfinex and the 
cryptocurrency Tether. His son, Will Harborne, worked 
for Bitfinex from 2017 to 2019 and now runs a crypto firm 
incorporated in the British Virgin Islands. Harborne 
senior has also donated to the business school Insead, 
where he received his MBA, for research into the 
blockchain technology that underpins cryptocurrencies. 

Those in receipt of Harborne’s money seem to be 
fellow crypto travellers. Nigel Farage’s big project after 
Reform has been an investment publication, Fortune & 
Freedom, which espouses the benefits of currencies 
outside government control. Last December, Boris 
Johnson took to a conference stage in Singapore and 
declared crypto a transformative technology. In the 
Conservative Party, Matt Hancock has also been an 
advocate of crypto, and may have had the UK’s 
approach to it in mind when he ran for chair of the 
Treasury Select Committee in October. And in April 
2022, while still chancellor, Rishi Sunak outlined plans to 
make the UK a “global crypto hub” and asked the Royal 
Mint to create an NFT. The deregulation of the financial 
sector that Brexiteers had hoped for – and the 
legitimisation of crypto – is being ushered in by Sunak 
and Jeremy Hunt’s Edinburgh reforms. 

To return briefly to that plane crash in 2008: the 
government’s Air Accident Investigation Branch 
reported that the flight that ended in his neighbour’s 
garden was Harborne’s third attempt to land at 
Highclere that day. On two previous occasions, strong 
wind and turbulence had caused him to divert to a 
nearby airfield, but he kept taking the risk. He could 
have driven to his house in around half an hour, but he 
does not seem to be someone who will abandon a 
project once committed. In the political investments 
he’s made in the past, that apparent appetite for risk 
appears to have paid off. As he places new bets, it’s 
worth asking what Christopher Harborne wants next. 

In the Brexit 
Party offices, 
Harborne 
“smiled a  
lot and  
was terribly, 
terribly polite” 
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I   moved to the United States five years ago and my 
phone life looks like this: Brits in one group chat and 
Americans in another. They’re similar sets of people: 
elite university graduates, with the jobs you’d expect 

them to have after degrees from Oxford and Harvard. 
But on a recent topic – what did you get for 

Christmas? – it’s striking how far the Brits have fallen 
behind. There was a time when I couldn’t spot the 
difference between a Londoner and a New Yorker. If 
anything, the UK WhatsApp group felt like the more 
privileged one. Now it sounds pinched and frustrated, 
left behind by the Americans, who talk about buying 
another robot vacuum cleaner. It’s the 1970s again, when 
people from the UK went to the US and returned home 
rhapsodising about microwaves, ice machines and all 
the consumer durables we didn’t have. 

This Is Europe 
I’m sticking photos into the manuscript of my 
forthcoming book: This Is Europe. It describes a shifting 
continent, transformed by migration, supply chains,  
the internet and climate change. It has taken me  
years, flying constantly, to collate two dozen portraits 
into a complete arc of life: from Lithuanian teenagers to 
Donbas love stories, Turkish miscarriages, Burgundy 
wine dramas and Swedish old age. The book is about 
how we live now.

For weeks I’ve been my own photo editor: cropping 
shots of Portuguese shepherds, Romanian truckers or 
Berlin drag queens. I’ve been tense: messaging my 
subjects for last-minute pictures: family photos of 
Belarusian dissidents, selfies of French Salafists, or 
images of a Siberian gas worker. Flicking through the 
manuscript I have a sudden feeling: it’s finally done. 

Missing Russia
I can’t go to Russia any more. The Kremlin has banned 
my employer, the Atlantic Council think tank. The irony 
is, I’ve never wanted to go so much. Travel writing is a 
dead genre, but I wish I could go back and write about 
the war. I stopped visiting when Vladimir Putin attacked 
Ukraine in 2014. After being detained and having my 
devices data-scraped by the FSB, I decided the stress of 
reporting from the country was too great. But I spent so 
much of my twenties there that on Tuesday I’m 
dreaming of Moscow on the Piccadilly Line. As the Tube 
rattles along it occurs to me that most of my Russian 
friends have fled the country.

Not all of them, however. Somebody I used to know 
is a host on Russia Today. Recently, she did a soft-ball 
feature on an oligarch on the US sanctions list: a kind of 
“At Home With Mr Krupp” for the Ukraine war. I can’t 
remember her ever saying a bad word about the 
Ukrainians but watching the show I’m unsettled. I think 
she’s started to believe in the Putin line.

Unfavourable comparison
On Wednesday I’m in Westminster. It’s my job at the 
Atlantic Council to brief politicians on foreign affairs, 
so I spend days in Congress or with various EU foreign 
ministers. Parliament stands out – badly. Inside, it feels 
like a rotting prep school. One senior Tory MP has a 
leaking roof in his office. His opposition counterpart is 
trying to do his job with two political staff; important 
US senators have around 40.

On the way out I catch the latest scandal: Rishi Sunak 
has a private doctor. People aren’t ready to hear that in 
France Emmanuel Macron has a team of five physicians. 
Bad health, the calculation goes, equals bad decisions.

Berlin energy 
By Friday I’m in Berlin. I’ve visited many times over the 
past few years for my book, to research the lives of 
Syrian refugees or the criminal underworld. I’m here to 
chair a workshop with a French minister and two 
German state secretaries on the energy crisis. The talks 
reveal that decline is not only a British phobia. The 
official chatter: countless proposed factories are being 
relocated from Europe to the US. There they can take 
advantage of the enormous green subsidies on offer in 
Joe Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act (IRA). 

Europeans – and quite a few Americans – confused 
Donald Trump for the wrong Roman emperor. He 
wasn’t Honorius, throwing the gates open to the Goths. 
He was Nero. It was roughly a century after him that 
Marcus Aurelius composed his Meditations in serene 
splendour. Nero saw the Forum burn, but it didn’t 
matter: Rome’s foundations were solid. 

Some of Europe’s most senior officials march 
through what the US has achieved in the past year: it has 
ravaged the Russian army with a fraction of its defence 
budget; struck the Chinese chip industry with export 
control; whacked European industry with the IRA as its 
dollar and energy exports hit new heights – American 
power is soaring. We were the ones in retreat all along. 

“This Is Europe” will be published by Picador in June

The Diary

People aren’t 
ready to 
hear that 
Emmanuel 
Macron has 
a team of five 
physicians

Time-travelling to the 
1970s, leaky Westminster, 

and getting banned  
from Russia

By Ben Judah
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Interviewing an interviewer is never straightforward. 
When I asked Victoria Derbyshire, who has presented 
Newsnight since September last year, to nominate her 
best moments from the show so far, she responded: “I 

haven’t been there long you know, William. Bloody hell!” 
When I asked if she believed anyone took her less 
seriously after her 2020 appearance on ITV’s I’m a 
Celebrity… Get Me Out of Here! she replied: “Why? Do you 
take me less seriously?” No, I said. “Good.” She gave an 
authoritative nod. I asked her about the reported “brain 
drain” at the BBC, following the departures of Emily 
Maitlis, Andrew Marr and others, and she arched an 
eyebrow. “Do you think there’s really been a brain drain?”

I met Derbyshire in a Caffé Nero next to 
Broadcasting House in London, on a wet Tuesday 
morning. We both arrived seven minutes early and 
Derbyshire, shaking off her black umbrella and 
shedding her leopard-print coat, found us armchairs at 
the back of the café. There was a queue for drinks so we 
held off ordering – though 30 minutes later, feeling 
slightly dazed by Derbyshire’s counter-attacks, I pointed 
out that the queue had shrunk. She insisted on paying 
but was taken aback by my order. “A chai latte?” she 
repeated in a la-di-da tone. “They might not do them.” 
They did. Derbyshire ordered tea. 

Newsnight has been beset by troubles and declining 
viewing numbers. In 2019, the programme’s then lead 

Encounter

Can Newsnight recapture 
its lost glory? 

Victoria Derbyshire  
on troubles at the BBC 

By William Turvill
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presenter, Emily Maitlis, landed an exclusive interview 
with Prince Andrew. But the following year, she was 
rebuked for breaching BBC impartiality guidelines after 
she stated on air that Dominic Cummings had broken 
lockdown rules: “the country can see that and it’s 
shocked the government cannot”. The programme has 
since seen several high-profile departures – including its 
editor Esme Wren; Maitlis and former policy editor 
Lewis Goodall, who together with Jon Sopel, another 
departure from the BBC, launched The News Agents 
podcast. Woman’s Hour host Emma Barnett has also left. 
With podcasts and opinion-based news on the rise and 
an audience increasingly accustomed to choosing when 
they consume their news, persuading people to tune in 
every weeknight to Newsnight will only become more 
difficult. According to the BBC, Newsnight still attracts 
an average of 500,000 viewers a day, down from around 
600,000 a decade ago. 

Derbyshire told me one of her goals is to talk to more 
“normal people”, whatever that means. “Obviously, 
politicians have a role to play. As do experts and 
academics, but occasionally Newsnight used to discuss a 
subject without actually speaking to anyone affected by 
the policy.” She cited a recent debate on raising benefits 
in line with inflation. “We talked to people on benefits,” 
she said. “I don’t know if that would have happened if I 
hadn’t been there that day.” 

One of Newsnight’s main draws is its encounters with 
powerful people. Has political interviewing changed in 
recent years? “Well, no one does a Paxman any more, do 
they?” By this Derbyshire meant the “attack-dog-style 
interview, often with frequent interruptions and 
sometimes with a sneery tone. None of that is a criticism 
– I love Jeremy Paxman.” 

I later spoke to Derbyshire’s editor, Stewart Maclean, 
who supported her assessment. He cited internal 
research showing that the public were “weary of 
pugilistic, Punch and Judy back-and-forths, gotcha-style 
questions”. Derbyshire’s strength was that “she’s firm but 
she’s not rude”, he said. In September, when she believed 
the Tory MP Daniel Kawczynski was evading questions 
about the mini-Budget, she cut him off: “I’m going to 
stop you there. Because every question I ask you’re 
ignoring.” In November, when the Russian ambassador 
asked Derbyshire to stop interrupting him, she shot 
back: “Don’t interrupt me as well, Sir.” Today’s audience, 
she told me, “still want the forensic questioning and the 
overt calling out of untruths or evasions”. 

In addition to Newsnight, Derbyshire is a host of 
Ukrainecast, a BBC Sounds podcast that launched hours 
after Russia began its invasion. But elsewhere the 
corporation is busy cutting costs; around 70 people in 
London are expected to lose their jobs as the domestic 
news channel is merged with BBC World News, and it 
was reported that three presenters resigned after being 
asked to interview for their jobs. Derbyshire is no longer 
based in the main newsroom but suspects there is an 
“unhappy” atmosphere. “I feel bad for them,” she said. “I 
understand the end-goal, but nevertheless it has a 
impact on people’s lives and that’s tough.” 

In December, the New Statesman revealed that 
Robbie Gibb, a BBC board member and Theresa May’s 

“Newsnight  
used to 
discuss 
a subject 
without 
speaking 
to anyone 
affected by 
the policy”

former director of communications, had addressed a 
Newsnight editorial meeting. (At last year’s Edinburgh 
International Television Festival, Maitlis alleged that 
Gibb was an “active agent of the Conservative Party”.) 
At the meeting, Gibb told staff he “despaired” at some 
programming, claiming it was “dripping with revealed 
preferences”. Both Derbyshire and Maclean, however, 
played down the significance of Gibb’s presence at the 
meeting. Derbyshire said she had missed much of it – “I 
had to go halfway through to prep the programme” – 
while Maclean said Gibb was one of several “critics” he 
invited to speak to staff. He said he did not agree with 
all of Gibb’s criticisms, and added that it was “made 
clear in the meeting that he’s not in charge”. I asked 
Derbyshire if she had faced accusations of bias. “I 
haven’t so far – we work hard to be fair.” 

Derbyshire, 54, was born in Lancashire. She 
attended the fee-paying Bury Grammar 
School for Girls before studying English at 
the University of Liverpool, and then trained 

to be a journalist at Preston Polytechnic. She started 
out in BBC local radio, joining BBC Radio 5 Live in her 
late twenties. She said she tried to “sound posh” before 
realising this was “stupid” and unnecessary. When I 
asked if there are too many “posh” accents at the  
BBC, she reflected that “across the media, you will hear 
more people who, with respect, speak like you” than is 
proportionate. 

Between 2015 and 2020, Derbyshire fronted an 
eponymous BBC Two show on weekday mornings. 
There, she gained a reputation for persuading 
interviewees to open up about traumatic experiences. 
(Derbyshire has spoken publicly about having breast 
cancer, and an abusive father.) At the 2018 Royal 
Television Society awards she won Interview of the 
Year, for a broadcast in which former youth footballers 
spoke to her about being sexually abused by coaches. 

In 2020, after reading about plans to axe her show, 
Derbyshire stalked the floors of Broadcasting House to 
confront her bosses. She took issue with my use of the 
word “confront”, saying: “I doorstepped them. They 
walked out of a meeting room and I said: ‘Ahh, just the 
people I wanted to see.’” I asked if she had worried that 
this would damage her career. “I felt I was defending the 
audience we wanted to reach,” she said. Her efforts 
were to no avail. Derbyshire continued to present for 
BBC news channels, and was paid between £240,000 
and £245,000 by the corporation last year. When I 
asked Maclean why he chose Derbyshire to present 
Newsnight alongside Kirsty Wark, he said: “She’s a 
tenacious journalist, who’s connected with the real 
concerns of people in the country.” 

As Victoria Derbyshire said, she hasn’t been at 
Newsnight long, and it is too soon to judge either her or 
the programme under its new leadership. But 2023 will 
be a critical year. The idea of speaking to “normal 
people” and steering clear of “Punch and Judy” politics 
is commendable, but it risks diminishing Newsnight’s 
reputation and influence. “This year I would like to do 
more big interviews. I would like to get cracking on some 
investigations. We want to make some noise.” 
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Politics
Rishi Sunak’s biggest threat from the right 
isn’t Boris Johnson – it’s Reform UK 

The counter-revolution will be 
televised. As winter drifts into 
spring, Boris Johnson will confront 
Harriet Harman and the rest of the 

House of Commons Privileges Committee 
in full view of television cameras. Of the two 
right-wing threats to Rishi Sunak, this will 
be the one most covered and widely 
discussed in the media. But there’s another 
threat; and it’s bigger.

Johnson’s appearance in front of the 
committee – which was established to 
investigate whether he deliberately misled 
parliament over the lockdown parties held 
in No 10 – will be important and theatrical. 
Important because if the committee does 
not rule against him, he is far likelier to lead 
his supporters to topple the Prime Minister, 
particularly if there are ghastly local 
election results for the Tories in May. And 
they will be theatrical because anything 
involving Johnson must be.

The hearings – which reports suggest 
may take place within weeks – will be a 
civilised, deadly, elite joust. Johnson is 
using one of Britain’s most lauded 
barristers, the KC David Pannick, to help 
him – though as NS readers may have 
noticed, the man himself can talk. Harman, 
Labour’s former deputy leader and the 
leader of the opposition during the 
summer of 2015 (as well as a KC), will 
present a contrast in style – punctilious, 
relentlessly polite, steely and no pushover. 
With both Sunak and Keir Starmer 
watching nervously, Harman may be, for a 
while, the most influential MP of all.

Harman will be driven by the evidence. 
That’s where this gets interesting. On his 
podcast, Partygate: The Inside Story, ITV’s 
Paul Brand has patiently published a 

shudder- and flinch-inducing account of 
what happened at the Downing Street 
parties. Civil servants are talking and 
writing. Evidence is piling into the 
committee in such a great quantity that it’s 
hard to order and sift through. 

We don’t know yet how many people will 
give evidence openly under their own 
names, as that now means confronting “the 
boss” and being cross-examined, which 
won’t be fun; and how many accounts will 
remain anonymous scuttlebutt. Even so, 
some of Johnson’s natural supporters think 
the sheer weight of testimony – reminding 
the whole country of those undignified 
months – will finish off any chance of a 
comeback for him. He may agree. 
HarperCollins has just announced it has 
commissioned his memoir.

But so long as there is a possibility  
of a Johnson return to front-line politics, 
the press will be partisan, inflamed and 
overexcited. The question is the effect of 
the reheated psychodrama on wavering 
Tory voters, particularly in the “Red Wall”. 
MPs of both main parties who hold seats in 
those areas confirm Johnson retains 
unique name recognition and support 
among people not normally interested in 
politics. But to get to those voters, he has 
to get past the voters who are interested  
in politics and who do pay attention; and 

they are much less favourable towards him.
Then there’s the question of what a 

Johnson agenda actually means in 2023. 
Robustly supporting tax cuts and Ukraine in 
its war against Russia isn't enough. Johnson 
deserves credit for being early in his 
support for Volodymyr Zelensky but that 
wasn’t a complicated call. Vladimir Putin’s 
Kremlin was festooned with banners 
reading, “We’re the bad guys.” The 
Ukrainian president was even dressed like  
a superhero. In the current economic 
circumstances, there’s zero chance of tax 
cuts: calling for them now is as relevant as 
demanding legislation for less rain.

As for the rest of the Sunak agenda, it’s 
hard to see an authentic Tory alternative: 
would the government “not-deal” with 
inflation? Pledge to treat the public 
finances frivolously? Settle with the Royal 
College of Nursing on its original pay 
demands? Send not a dozen but a hundred 
Challenger 2 tanks to Kyiv?

Yet the possibility of the Exile’s return, 
ousting Sunak and Jeremy Hunt, will throb 
through the months ahead, chewing 
through tweets, jokes, memes and  
hours of broadcast effort and acres of 
newsprint – and, oops, I seem to have used 
up several inches myself. Johnson could 
give a definitive denial. But, then again, 
who would believe him?

I began with the proposition that there is 
another right-wing revolt against Sunak 
that, though it doesn’t get much 
coverage yet, will matter more this year 

and next. That’s the advance of the Reform 
UK party, founded by Nigel Farage but now 
under the leadership of Richard Tice, a 
property developer and former Tory donor. 

You would think that after Brexit – it was 
founded originally as the Brexit Party – it 
would have nothing much more to say.  
You would be wrong. Tice has developed  
a package of potentially popular policies 
around four areas, at least two of which  
he believes will be critical to the election:  
higher wages, the healthcare crisis, cheaper 
energy costs and the Channel boat 
crossings. His policy on the last of these is 
brutal and will be seen by many as extreme: 
declare a national emergency, leave the 
European Convention of Human Rights, 
allow no resettlement of immigrants who 
have entered the country illegally, and  
“pick up and take back” to France people 
travelling on small boats.

But in the other areas, Tice has ideas the 
main parties may well end up trying to 
swipe. He would lift the starting point for 
income tax from £12,500 to £20,000, paid 
for by a squeeze on benefits. He argues that 
with 5.2 million people in the UK now on 

Richard Tice is a  
more affable, crisper 
and less divisive figure 
than Nigel Farage
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out-of-work benefits – a record high – it 
would be possible to get two million of 
them back to work at a time when, with his 
tax plan, the lowest paid would immediately 
be better off.

On the NHS, Tice would give all 
patient-facing staff – doctors, nurses, 
ambulance workers and the rest – three 
years of zero income tax. Reform argues 
that to bring in money the Bank of England 
should stop paying the banks interest on 
the quantitative easing (QE) debt it has 
issued; QE represents around 35 per cent 
of the national debt now, and should be 
translated into a long-term national bond. 

If you are asking about the future of 
populist politics, it’s almost all here. 
And people are just starting to notice. 
Reform’s logo featured prominently at 
a strategy session for the next election in 
the Conservative central office recently. 
Launched under its current name in 2021, 
Reform is hitting nine percentage points in 
recent polling. Tory strategists tell me that 
at ten points it would have a devastating 
effect on their fortunes. At a time when 
there is such right-wing disaffection with 
Downing Street, Reform has grown in 
three years to a position it took Ukip 19 
years to reach (at the 2015 general election 
Ukip won nearly four million votes).

Reform, for reasons we can all guess, 
does not reveal overall membership 
numbers, yet the party claims that 600 
new members joined in the 24 hours after  
Liz Truss appointed Jeremy Hunt as 
chancellor; and that some 9,000 people 
have joined since Truss self-detonated. 
Tice is a more affable, crisper and less 
divisive figure than Farage, who remains 
the honorary president of the party but 
more interested in his television career. 

Tory high command is deeply worried 
about Reform UK under its new leader. It’s 
less that it will win seats (Tice will stand in 
Hartlepool) but more that it might help 
Labour win in some unlikely places. Labour 
MPs quietly concur. Reform has a list of 
700 general election candidates, half of 
whom have been vetted. Tice is unworried 
about letting in Labour; he describes Keir 
Starmer and Sunak as “Con-socialists”.

This may all be something or nothing. 
If tactical voting means the Liberal 
Democrats do better than current polling 
suggests, we could see a coalition after a 
2024 election as well as the introduction of 
electoral reform. In those circumstances, 
Reform UK could be a key part of the 
collapse of historic Tory hegemony. I think 
that relying on the vivid Johnson drama 
for the next twist in the story of right-wing 
British politics might just mean everyone is 
looking in the wrong direction. 

The NS 
Podcast
The twice-weekly 

politics podcast

Join Andrew Marr, Anoosh Chakelian and guests 
as they discuss the latest in UK politics. The debrief 
you need to understand what’s really happening in 

Westminster and beyond.

New episodes Tuesdays and Fridays. Send your 
questions to podcasts@newstatesman.co.uk

Scan here to discover our podcasts
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The old aristocracy

Andrew Marr (Cover Story, 13 January) 
describes the monarchy as the apex of a 
class system based on land and bloodline. 
It survives as part of the archaic 
institutions of the UK state, of which the 
House of Lords is the exemplar. The UK 
has more of the characteristics of an 
oligarchic monarchy than a democracy. 
Michael Lind’s comments on democratic  
pluralism (“The new class war”, 13 January) 
are pertinent.
John Bishop, Edinburgh

Andrew Marr should read Walter 
Bagehot’s The English Constitution. The 
monarchy is the ancient and dignified 
part, important to the continuity of our 
history. Cabinet government is the 

efficient part which really rules. We are a 
republic in disguise.  
Edward Greenwood, Canterbury

The presumption of primogeniture isn’t 
confined to royalty. There is an obvious 
parallel between the princes and the 
Miliband brothers, and the media’s faux 
horror when the younger brother, Ed, dared 
to enter the Labour leadership race in 2010 
after David had declared his candidacy. 
Though a longstanding Labour member, I 
am unaware of any primogeniture rule.
Sue Lloyd, Bristol

Business failure

Wolfgang Münchau (Lateral View, 13 
January) is right to say that “one way to 

raise productivity growth is through higher 
public investment”, but another is through 
private investment, the lack of which since 
the 2008 financial crisis is a main reason for 
the UK’s 15 years of low productivity growth. 
British businesses’ short-termism has seen 
them concentrate on profits and rewards to 
CEOs and shareholders, while keeping 
wages low and failing to invest in new 
technology and training. It makes sense to 
use corporate taxation to introduce some 
long-term planning into big business.
Bernie Evans, Liverpool

Moral obligation

John Gray (The Critics, 6 January) writes, 
“the belief that acting morally means 
obeying a universal imperative” is an 
“inheritance from monotheism”, and that 
without that foundation it collapses. He 
concludes: “Morality should be part of the 
art of living, not a dictatorial authority 
ruling over us.”

What his view does not account for is 
the mysterious sense of obligation we 
humans can feel. “I ought to keep my 
promises. I ought not to humiliate someone 
who is vulnerable,” and so on. Of course it is 
possible to give a psychological answer for 
why such feelings exist. But there remains 
the philosophical dimension of the 
question. The fact is that these “oughts” 
come to us with a sense of authority that is 
congruous with what in our better moments 
we feel we both want and ought to be. As 
the agnostic George Eliot put it, duties 
are”‘peremptory and absolute”.
Lord Harries of Pentregarth, London SW1

Social care crisis

As a social worker in the voluntary sector, I 
appreciated Anoosh Chakelian’s article 
(“Inside the crisis in children’s social care”,  
2 December). Over the past four years the 
media has been largely silent on the 
thankless task performed by local authority 
social workers during and since the 
pandemic and the years of austerity. 

Social work is a vocation for many of us 
but, as the article states, workers are leaving 
in droves. We can’t shout about our many 
successes because of confidentiality 
restraints, and are only really heard of when 
there is a catastrophic failure which, more 
often than not, is systemic.

I also share Chakelian’s suspicion that 
“building communities” is a not very well 
veiled attempt to emulate David Cameron’s 

Letter of the week
The new aristocracy

letters@newstatesman.co.uk

Michael Lind’s new take (The Ideas Interview, 13 January) on 
James Burnham’s classic sociological thesis, The Managerial 
Revolution, provides much insight into the decay of traditional 
industrial, class-based economy and party politics in liberal 
democracies, but certainly for the UK omits one central element 
– the emergence of a new aristocracy. 

This is based (as it always has been) upon asset inheritance, 
with a modern tax system that focuses on everything but the real source of 
inequality of opportunity. This version of aristocracy is deeply entrenched 
demographically and politically, and is predominantly a metropolitan and 
super-affluent suburban phenomenon. He does not even mention the extent to 
which access to fortuitous (not entrepreneurial) wealth – inheritance, premier 
higher education (and its principal conveyor in Britain, fee-paying schools and 
state schools accessible mainly to asset-rich people) – is protected and justified 
by the technocratic and managerial classes in the UK. This multi-generational 
entrenchment is, of course, mostly family-based.
John Crawley, Beverley, East Yorkshire
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“Big Society”, the insubstantial forerunner 
to the equally vapid “levelling up”, which 
sought to shove the responsibility for 
meeting people’s basic needs onto charities 
and local communities that have been 
continually stripped of resources.
Marie Donnelly, Newcastle upon Tyne

What’s Moore

While agreeing with Andrew Marr that the 
Elgin Marbles should be given back to 
Greece (Culture Notes, 13 January) I 
question the claim that had they not been 
accessible in London “there would have 
been no Henry Moore”. Moore’s work drew 
on many sources including medieval church 
carvings and modernist sculptures, and he 
had a lifelong fascination with the shapes 
and textures of pebbles and bones. Had the 
marbles stayed in Greece, Moore would 
surely still have become a great artist.
John Boaler, Calne, Wiltshire

No small matter

Kevin Maguire (Commons Confidential, 
6 January) referred to “a pint-sized 
premier… standing knee-high to a Subbuteo 
player”. Not being a manly six-footer is not 
strictly relevant to ability, is it?
Geoff Scargill, Stockport

@ IanDunt
Ian Dunt, author and broadcaster
This is fascinating on the rise of Substack 
amid the Twitter debacle.
“Is Substack the future of media?”, 
Harry Lambert, 10 January

Write to letters@newstatesman.co.uk
We reserve the right to edit letters

COMMONS
CONFIDENTIAL

Voracious, insatiable egotist Boris Johnson’s £1m donation from 
wealthy Christopher Harborne – a Thai-based, British Brexiteer 
who previously financed Nigel Farage’s obsessions (see page 11) – 
is making Rishi Sunak envious. The Prime Minister’s aides fret that 
his predecessor-but-one will spend the windfall on a comeback tour 
billed as raising Tory morale and defeating Labour in Red Wall and 
Blue Wall seats. Johnson is rarely glimpsed in Westminster, and 
accused of shunning his Uxbridge and South Ruislip constituency, 
but MPs know the money may also help him land a safer seat. 
Johnson is living rent-free in a £20m Knightsbridge home owned by 
the wife of a major Tory donor, despite banking £1m from a few 
speeches and an estimated £6m from his as-yet-unwritten memoir. 
Boris fearing for his 7,210 majority is a tacit admission, said my snout, 
that he isn’t as popular as fanatical Johnsonites proclaim.

Hardship and poverty are among the few growth areas under 
the Tories. Jeremy Hunt was reminded of this by constituents after 
visiting Waitrose in Farnham to champion a supermarket donating 
unsold grub to food projects. The living-standards-squeezing 
Chancellor, MP for South West Surrey, appeared on behalf of a local 
charity to collect unwanted sandwiches, hummus and salads. 
Demand is rising when the economy’s in such a pickle on his watch.

One MP battling a public spending squeeze watched open-
mouthed outside Westminster Hall as Liz Truss emerged from a 
blacked-out Range Rover with three close protection officers. With 
former PMs afforded personal security for life by the Met Police 
– and with Truss aged just 47 – her fleeting, disastrous reign could 
well prove British history’s most expensive tenure by days in No 10.

Jeremy Corbyn isn’t abandoning hope despite Keir Starmer 
insisting he won’t let him stand again as an MP for the Labour Party. 
An Islington North resident was surprised to receive the first leaflet 
for some time from whipless Jezza. To run or not run, that is the 
question… With a thumping 26,188 majority, Corbyn could split the 
Labour vote as an independent in the London constituency and 
either he or the party’s official candidate could still win – with the 
Lib Dems and Cons so far behind they’d be risking their deposits.

Former private school teacher Caroline Ansell is a mistress of 
understatement. In a mini mag distributed in hotels, the Tory MP 
for Eastbourne opined: “I do not think anyone would have foreseen 
not one but two changes in prime ministers. Having worked with 
both Boris and Liz, I know they truly had the best interests of our 
nation at heart.” Really? Next time, Ansell writes on why Prince Harry 
is a huge fan of Jeremy Clarkson. 

Kevin Maguire is the associate editor (politics) of the Daily Mirror

With former 
PMs afforded 
personal 
security for 
life, Liz Truss’s 
tenure could 
prove history’s 
most costly by 
days in office

By Kevin Maguire
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Fantastic news! From June 2021 the charitable 
contribution from each People’s Postcode Lottery 
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for charities large and small across Britain!

This change has partly been made possible as 
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administration costs and bureaucracy.
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The golden age of 
macroeconomics  
is over – but don’t 
expect it to go quietly

WOLFGANG 
MÜNCHAU
  
Lateral View
As globalisation fragments, politics is 
again reigning supreme over economics 

Hyper-globalisation is in retreat, 
but this is only part of the  
story, and perhaps not even  
the most interesting part.  

Closely linked is a parallel tale of the 
decline of macroeconomics as its 
intellectual foundation and that of the 
macroeconomist as a political figure.

Their rise and decline is even reflected 
in popular culture. During the pandemic,  
I indulged in watching an old political 
television series from the late 1990s –  
The West Wing. It is still surprisingly fresh, 
despite the beepers and the big computer 
terminals. What is truly strange from 
today’s perspective is the depiction of the 
US president as a Nobel Prize-winning 
economist. It was a thing, back then. 
Shortly after Bill Clinton was elected 
president in 1992 he assembled a group of 
macroeconomists to draft his economic 
agenda for him. It is inconceivable that 
such a thing would happen today. Also, no 
Hollywood scriptwriter would now create 
a US president who is an economist.

The closest we ever got to this fictional 
characterisation was Larry Summers.  
He rose through the ranks all the way to 
Treasury secretary. Today we laugh at  
him when he sits on the veranda in some 
subtropical setting, telling a TV interviewer 
that unemployment has to rise for inflation 
to come down. I could write a book on 
whether this claim is true or not. But it is 
the image of an economist, insensitive, 
arrogant and tone-deaf to the modern 
world, that is most striking.

The rise of hyper-globalisation and 
modern macroeconomics are intertwined. 
Macroeconomists supported financial 
deregulation and free trade agreements 

that have become increasingly 
problematic. What I find outrageous, for 
example, is that modern trade agreements 
allow investors to seek compensation from 
governments if their profits are hit by 
green legislation.

Macroeconomists were also behind 
quantitative easing, a policy adopted by 
central banks after the global financial 
crisis. It had the primary effect of raising 
investment returns to stabilise inflation 
expectations, but it contributed to the rise 
in inequality. Macroeconomists were also 
behind the inflationary stimulus packages 
during the pandemic. The sum total of all 
these policies has led to an increase in 
instability and inequality. They were also  
a factor in the rise of political populism. 

Hyper-globalisation is failing for a 
reason that was most succinctly stated by 
the political economist Dani Rodrik. Only 
two of the following three are compatible 
with one another: the nation-state, 
democracy and globalisation. The EU was 
an attempt to overcome Rodrik’s “trilemma” 
by creating a democratic structure 
alongside an integrated market. Readers 
will undoubtedly have their own views  
as to whether the EU succeeded or failed. 
But the world of hyper-globalisation does 
not even try. It has no parliament, no 
democratic accountability, yet it gives rise 

to permanent instability and crises. 
Macroeconomics got us into this mess. But 
as the Brexit referendum has shown 
perhaps for the first time, voters no longer 
trust macroeconomists to get us out of it. 

Macroeconomists have become 
celebrated op-ed columnists in national 
newspapers and are regular guests at 
global junkets, like the one at Davos. But 
their influence has been waning, even in 
central banks and academia. Ten years ago 
Ben Bernanke and Mario Draghi were at 
the helm of the world’s two most powerful 
central banks, the Federal Reserve and the 
European Central Bank (ECB) respectively. 
Both received their economics doctorate 
from the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT), which has one of the 
world’s most prestigious economics 
departments. It is more than a sign of the 
times that MIT has now pushed 
macroeconomics out of the list of 
compulsory subjects for first-year 
graduate students in economics. And the 
chiefs of the Fed and the ECB nowadays 
are not economists, but lawyers. 

Central bank macroeconomists also 
find themselves challenged in one of their 
core functions, of modelling the economy. 
As a long-time observer of the ECB, I have 
often poked fun at the disastrous record  
of its inflation forecasts. A monkey with a 
dartboard or an astrologer could have 
outperformed it. The reason for this is 
model bias. This is best explained by what 
an economist friend of mine once said: no 
economist has ever given up their 
economic model just because empirical 
facts intruded. And intrude they did.  
The accumulation of global crises, and 
especially the stalling of globalisation,  
is bad news for models built for a  
fair-weather world. 

The golden age of macroeconomics  
is over. But don’t expect establishment 
macro to go quietly. Its main defence today 
is that there is no alternative to the present 
capitalist system, to hyper-globalisation 
and, by extension, to its intellectual 
creators and supporters. Be careful with 
this argument. History is full of examples 
of alternatives that did not exist – until 
they did. I understand why economic 
journalists, commentators and academics 
feel melancholic about the 30-year period 
between 1989 and 2019, the age of hyper-
globalisation. It is the age in which many of 
us formed our basic beliefs and judgements. 

My advice to the ageing, mostly male 
macroeconomists out there: enjoy your 
retirement on Caribbean beaches. As  
for us, we live in a world in which politics  
is once again gaining supremacy over 
economics, which is how it should be. 
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My 85-year-old mother collapsed 
unconscious in church on New 
Year’s Day. The category two 
ambulance, which should have 

got to her within 18 minutes, took more than 
two hours to arrive. At A&E, 11 other ambu-
lances were waiting to transfer their patients 
just as soon as the hospital had capacity. 
Once inside the department, it took five 
hours for my mother to see a doctor, and 
another two for a decision to be made to 
admit her. The hospital had no beds, so she 
joined seven other patients being billeted 
along a noisy, strip-lit corridor.

Each trolley station had its own call button 
hastily mounted on the wall, but the few nurs-
es on duty were run ragged. The son of the 
woman on the next trolley – she was suffering 
from liver cancer – helped by going to summon 
assistance when my mother started vomiting, 
and both of us fetched water for other patients 
who had no relatives of their own. 

These scenes are being repeated across 
the country every day. Where I work as a GP 
in south-west England, colleagues have 
 resorted to driving critically ill patients to A&E 
because there are frequently no available am-
bulances. Our local hospital has set up a “red 
phone” for us to alert it when we are bringing 
someone in, otherwise patients may become 
stuck in queues typically eight hours long.

The Royal College of Emergency Medicine 
(RCEM) estimates that 500 patients are dying 
weekly because of extreme service delays. The 
RCEM has joined with the Society for Acute 
Medicine and the royal colleges of physicians, 
general practitioners and psychiatrists to de-
mand that the government takes emergency 
action to address the crisis, a call echoed by 
the British Medical Association.

I had a lot of time during a sleepless night 
to contemplate what such action would need 
to achieve. The casualty officer, explaining 
why my mother couldn’t be admitted to a 
ward, told me that a third of the hospital’s 
acute beds were occupied by patients who 
were medically fit, but who couldn’t be dis-
charged because of a lack of social care in the 
community. This is the so-called back-door 
problem being discussed in the media, which 
is creating pressure throughout the system. 

Hospital emergency departments become 
filled with admissions that have nowhere to 
go. Ambulances become stranded outside, 
unable to offload their patients. Paramedic 
crews are not available to attend new cases in 
homes, streets or churches – wherever it is 
that people have been taken acutely unwell.

Less well understood is the “front door” 
problem – the forces that are driving so many 
patients into the ambulance service and emer-
gency departments in the first place. The 
government is pinning the blame squarely on 
the pandemic – on the numbers of Covid 

How to save  
the NHS

Our medical editor spent New Year’s Day 
in A&E after his mother collapsed in 
church. In this powerful personal essay he 
describes a public health service in chaos 
and offers a way out of the crisis   

By Phil Whitaker

Cover Story
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imise risk it funnels around 25 per cent of all 
cases into the ambulance service or A&E. 
When call volumes rise to the levels we’re see-
ing during the winter maelstrom of respira-
tory illnesses, this results in upwards of 12,000 
patients being referred straight into the emer-
gency services every day, most of whom could 
be managed by GPs in primary care.

The emergency measures being called 
for by the RCEM and other medical 
groups are directed towards solving 
the crises affecting both the back 

and front doors of our hospitals. Number one 
on the list is urgent investment in community 
services. The situation in the UK is as serious 
as it was during the first waves of the pan-
demic. Just as it did with the Covid vaccina-
tion campaign, the government should con-
vene a task force to devise urgent solutions.

The top priority is an expansion of social 
care capacity to facilitate discharges from 
hospitals. On 9 January the Health Secretary 
Steve Barclay announced an additional £200m 
to fund “thousands” more places in social 
care. According to the New Economics Foun-
dation, the money will translate to a mere 
2,000 extra community beds, whereas by the 
government’s own admission some 13,000 are 
required. The measure seems more about 
reducing political heat than solving the crisis. 
What is needed instead are improved condi-
tions for all care workers – to attract back 
trained staff and enhance worker retention.

There is a similar, but unappreciated, ur-
gent need for clinician capacity to mitigate 
the impact of NHS 111 on the front door. Re-
search done recently by my local out-of-hours 
service gives some idea of what would be 
gained. By amassing sufficient clinicians over 
the course of a trial week, it showed it can 
divert 95 per cent of NHS 111 category-three 
and 75 per cent of the more severe category-
two ambulance call-outs to management in 
primary care. A&E attendances were also 
diverted more than 50 per cent of the time, 
and my own experience suggests we could 
achieve figures of around 90 per cent were 
clinicians able to re-triage every one of these 
A&E referrals within the 20-minute grace pe-
riod granted by 111 protocols.

During the pandemic, retired GPs and oth-
ers who had left an increasingly beleaguered 
NHS responded to an emergency appeal to 
return to work. The Covid Clinical Assessment 
Service was the result, with banks of clinicians 
taking on the triage of Covid cases. Could a 
similar service be established to re-triage NHS 
111 ambulance and A&E referrals?

There would need to be sufficient capac-
ity within primary care to manage the cases 
appropriately diverted from the emergency 
services. GP and district nurse capacity will 
also be needed to support the thousands of 

reported a drop of 50,000 in the number of 
social care employees in 2021-22, the first time 
its annual survey has recorded a fall. The back-
door problem has become acute.

The causes of the front-door problem are 
more insidious, arising from the failure of 
politicians and executives to understand the 
crucial part the GP plays in the cost-efficient 
functioning of the NHS. Since 2010, the num-
ber of hospital doctors in England has in-
creased by 30 per cent, from 95,000 in 2010 to 
127,000 in 2022. This has paralleled the rise in 
the number of over-65s, the demographic with 
the highest need for healthcare. Over the same 
period, GP numbers have been falling. What 
we see in the NHS today is exactly what a per-
suasive body of evidence says will happen to 
a health service that has been gutted of its 
expert medical-generalist layer.

Extrapolating from the government’s own 
figures, we are now short of at least 8,000 doc-
tors in general practice in England, with a 
total of 27,000. This has had low, some would 
say zero, political priority because of a belief 
that the role of GPs can be diced up among 
other, less expensive professionals – or even, 
since Matt Hancock was seduced by 
deceptively beguiling AI symptom checker 
apps during his time as health secretary – by 
machines. The loss of GPs has degraded many 
aspects of quality of care and the patient ex-
perience. Most pertinent to the front-door 
problem, though, is the health service’s reli-
ance on NHS 111 to assess acute illness – ini-
tially in the out-of-hours setting, but 
increasingly in daytime practice too as GP 
numbers have shrunk to unsustainable levels.

On the face of it, NHS 111 is attractively 
money-saving. According to figures from the 
King’s Fund, a health think tank, each 111 
telephone consultation costs approximately 
£11, whereas a GP dealing with the same pa-
tient would cost around £39. But it’s a disas-
trously false economy. NHS 111 employs non-
clinical call-handlers using software called 
NHS Pathways to reach its triage decisions. 
Pathways cannot make diagnoses, so to min-

cases in the latest wave, other respiratory 
pathogens such as influenza, RSV and Strep 
A that have rebounded following two years of  
mitigation measures, and the backlog of non-
infectious diseases that has built up since 
Covid first struck in early 2020. While these 
are relevant, and constitute a politically expe-
dient narrative, it is far from the whole truth.

During the time I spent in A&E with my 
mother, I listened with a GP’s ear to the stories 
of a dozen of her fellow patients. Two cer-
tainly needed to be there: an elderly man on 
blood-thinning medication who had fallen 
and sustained a head injury, and a diabetic 
woman with a dangerous complication called 
ketoacidosis. As for the rest, all were people 
whose illness could have been managed with-
out recourse to acute hospital attendance.

Invariably they’d phoned NHS 111 – the 
24-hour helpline for advice on urgent prob-
lems not requiring a 999 call – only to be told 
either that an ambulance was being dis-
patched or that they should attend A&E with-
out delay. Even my mother’s trolley neighbour, 
the woman with liver cancer, could have had 
her symptoms addressed by palliative care at 
home and a prompt follow-up as an oncology 
outpatient. A significant amount of the 
workload in A&E departments and on the 
ambulance service shouldn’t be there.

How did our emergency services arrive 
here, inundated with front-door 
demand and unable to admit sick 
patients because of a jammed back 

door? The short answer is funding cuts by 
successive Conservative-led administrations 
since 2010, though the long answer is more 
nuanced and dates back even further.

Successive governments have failed to 
grasp the social care problem and transform 
a low-paid, low-status profession into a viable 
career. Our ageing population, with increasing 
levels of frailty and multi-morbidity, has 
caused the demand for care to increase. At 
the same time, capacity has been shrinking. 
Social care is the responsibility of local au-
thorities, which have been subject to severe 
cuts throughout the austerity decade.

According to Age UK, £8bn was stripped 
from adult social care budgets between 2010 
and 2019. Staff are quitting the sector: factors 
contributing to the exodus include the effects 
of Brexit on European workers, conditions 
during the pandemic, and higher wages in 
alternative jobs. The charity Skills for Care 
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earlier hospital discharges that will be enabled 
by the extra £200m social care funding, some-
thing the Department for Health and Social 
Care has acknowledged yet has no proposals 
for. There should be a national suspension of 
the low- and no-value work dictated under 
programmes such as the Quality and Out-
comes Framework and the NHS Health Check, 
and a reinstatement of measures that reduced 
bureaucratic burdens on GPs during Covid, 
freeing time for clinical care.

These measures will be more than self-
funding. Age UK estimates that each day a 
medically fit patient spends in an NHS bed 
costs three times as much as if they were to 
be cared for in a nursing home. In terms of the 
front door, the King’s Fund estimates each 
inappropriate ambulance attendance costs 
in the region of £200, rising to nearly £400 if 
the patient is conveyed to A&E. Beyond fi-
nancial considerations, solving front- and 
back-door problems will mean unwell patients 
getting a timely paramedic response, assess-
ment in an emergency department with suf-
ficient capacity, and admission when required 
to an inpatient unit for ongoing treatment.

This winter crisis will abate, but its legacy 
must be a wholesale rebalancing of the NHS 
and social care. The deficiencies that have 
been so fatally exposed will persist throughout 
these islands unless permanently resolved by 
central and devolved governments.

Since 2010, every index of NHS perfor-
mance – from ambulance and A&E waiting 
times through to the timeliness of cancer treat-

ment – has been deteriorating. David Cam-
eron decided that NHS spending would no 
longer continue to grow in line with historical 
trends. As long ago as 2013, David Nicholson, 
the then NHS chief executive, warned of a 
£30bn funding gap by 2021 were the NHS to 
continue to conduct business as usual (the 
actual figure ended up at £22bn due to an £8bn 
uplift following a spending review in 2015). 

What Cameron hoped would hap-
pen – and what Nicholson tried 
to achieve – was that the NHS, 
subject to a sustained funding 

squeeze, would jettison what Nicholson 
termed “old-style practices and buildings”, 
and evolve into a different, more cost-effective 
model of healthcare.

What would this new model have looked 
like? Essentially, there would have been much 
less hospital activity, which is by far the most 
expensive part of the system. Instead, more 
medical care would have been delivered in or 
close to patients’ homes, with admissions and 
outpatient activity confined to cases where 
severity or complexity meant the full panoply 
of modern hospital practice was required.

You won’t find too many healthcare profes-
sionals disagreeing with this vision. Numerous 
patients end up in A&E and on wards when 
their care could have been given in the com-
munity. So why didn’t the Nicholson transfor-
mation come to pass?

What was needed was a marked expansion 
in community care – district nurses, social 

The good doctor: Phil Whitaker, the New Statesman’s medical editor 

carers, and a rejuvenated cottage hospital and 
nursing home sector, working alongside a 
strengthened GP workforce to provide the 
medical aspects of care. This would have cre-
ated the conditions under which expensive 
district general hospital activity could have 
safely diminished, as well as leading to more 
holistic and cost-effective patient outcomes. 
Instead, the effects of austerity on social care, 
and the progressive loss of GP capacity both 
in and out of hours has left the district gen-
eral hospital as the only option for the sick.

The Nicholson vision remains the right 
destination for the NHS, something that Wes 
Streeting, the shadow health secretary, indi-
cated during an interview in December. For it 
to be achieved, social care and community 
health services need the capacity to support 
patients during episodes of illness that, while 
amenable to community treatment, would 
otherwise destabilise their ability to remain 
at home. This, at last, is becoming under-
stood. There appears no comparable appre-
ciation that the other key to delivering the 
Nicholson vision is a restoration of GP capac-
ity – the principal recommendation of the 
Health and Social Care Select Committee’s 
inquiry into the future of general practice, 
which reported in October 2022. 

In a recent interview in the Times, Streeting 
made no reference to this crucial policy area; 
an omission replicated by Keir Starmer in a 
recent piece in the Sunday Telegraph. Streeting 
has talked of the need for radical reform. La-
bour should drive an expansion in the GP 
workforce over a ten-year period, targeting a 
list size of 1,200 patients per medical general-
ist and incentivising continuity of care. 

Get this right and an indisputable body of 
international evidence – as well as the NHS’s 
own performance immediately before 2010 
– tells us that hospital and emergency service 
activity will be reduced by 30 per cent, overall 
system costs will fall and patients’ experience 
will be enhanced. The legacy will be an NHS 
once again providing the highest-quality – and 
cost-effective – patient care. 

Following discussion with the medical 
team, and with my sister able to provide 
24-hour care, we brought my mother home 
the following afternoon. She was exhausted 
both by her acute illness and the traumatic 
experience in A&E. I was able to stay for the 
first night, too. Neither my mum nor my sister 
would have known what to do with the IV can-
nula they found in my mother’s arm when she 
was getting ready for bed. I whipped it out as 
I’ve done countless others over the course of 
my long career. Which saved a 111 call and who 
knows what sequelae as a result. 

Dr Phil Whitaker is the NS’s medical editor.  
His new book “What is a Doctor?” will be 
published by Canongate in July
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Early in his diplomatic career, Qin Gang 
established a reputation as a tough 
talker who could be distinctly undip-
lomatic. During two lengthy stints as 

a spokesman for the Chinese foreign ministry 
in Beijing between 2005 and 2014, Qin was 
known to scold journalists at press confer-
ences, asking one reporter whether he was a 
“mature adult” and warning others not to 
“report based on your delusions”. His rise since 
– from trusted aide to China’s leader, Xi Jin-
ping, to ambassador to the US and then, as of 
December 2022, foreign minister – says much 
about the evolution of the country’s increas-
ingly assertive foreign policy.

Qin earned the nickname “Warrior Gang” 
at the foreign ministry, Yun Sun, the director 
of the China programme at the DC-based 
Stimson Center think tank, told me. Qin’s 
combative stance was an early example of 
what came to be known as “wolf warrior” di-
plomacy – named after an action movie fran-
chise. While Deng Xiaoping had urged officials 
in 1990 to “hide our capacities and bide our 
time” with a low profile in international rela-
tions, that approach changed with China’s 
growing economic clout in the 2000s.

“For a long time among the Chinese public, 
there was a perception that Chinese diplo-
mats were too passive, that they didn’t defend 
China rigorously enough,” said Peter Martin, 
author of China’s Civilian Army: The Making of 
Wolf Warrior Diplomacy. Some citizens sent 
calcium tablets to the foreign ministry, urging 
diplomats to strengthen their spines. “That 
started to shift under Hu Jintao [general sec-
retary from 2002 to 2012],” Martin explained. 
After Xi came to power in 2012, he demanded 
that China be treated with respect as the 
world’s second-largest economy and told his 
diplomats to show “fighting spirit”. 

Born in Tianjin, near Beijing, in 1966 – 
the same year Mao Zedong’s Cul-
tural Revolution began – Qin seems 
to have aspired to a career in diplo-

macy at an early stage. He studied interna-
tional politics at the foreign ministry’s Institute 
of International Relations, and got his first 
job, at 22, in the bureau for diplomatic mis-
sions in Beijing, clipping news articles. He 
joined the foreign ministry in 1992, in the de-
partment of west European affairs, and com-
pleted three postings to the UK embassy, an 
experience he likened to winning the lottery. 

While little is known about his personal 
life beyond that he is married with a son (such 
a dearth of facts is not unusual in China’s 
opaque political system), Qin’s professional 
career tracks the country’s re-emergence as 
a major power. Aged ten when Chairman Mao 
died in 1976, he joined the foreign ministry 
as the height of China’s “reform and opening 
up” period, as the country was pursuing 

The rise  
of China’s  
wolf warrior 

A former ambassador to Washington now 
promoted to foreign minister, Qin Gang 
has a ferocious reputation. Who is he,  
and what does his influence tell us about 
Beijing power politics?

By Katie Stallard

The NS Profile 
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lomats berating their foreign counterparts in 
public, however. As China’s economic pros-
pects look less assured, Xi won’t hesitate to 
stoke nationalism to redirect domestic dis-
content towards external enemies. He will not 
waver in his conviction that the days of hiding 
and biding are over; that China is a great 
power once again and must be treated as such. 

“There is a refrain that I heard several times 
in Beijing,” Martin said: “You can’t hide an el-
ephant. In other words, China’s international 
status has now reached a point where it’s inap-
propriate, and maybe impossible, for it to have 
a low-key approach to diplomacy.” 

Qin has put this more colourfully, answer-
ing a question about increasing defence budg-
ets in 2014 by scoffing that China was “not just 
a boy scout with a red-tasselled gun”. Besides, 
he continued, “even a boy scout grows bigger 
and bigger every year”. Both Beijing’s sense of 
its status in the world and Qin’s seniority have 
only increased since. If there is any change to 
China’s foreign policy in the months ahead, it 
will be more in style than in substance. An 
early test will come when the US secretary of 
state, Antony Blinken, meets Qin in Beijing in 
early February. China’s diplomats may try to 
avoid picking fights, but that doesn’t mean 
they have any intention of backing down. 

not expect its diplomats to adopt a concilia-
tory tone, but China seems to be trying to 
balance a robust defence of national interests 
with outreach to trading partners, as it seeks 
to rebuild economic growth after the self-
imposed isolation of its “zero Covid” policy. 

Despite his “Warrior Gang” notori-
ety, Qin’s appointment fits this new 
approach. In previous roles, he had 
“a reputation among European 

diplomats as someone who was very capable 
of acting like a wolf warrior in private, dress-
ing down officials and using very assertive 
language about China’s place in the world,” 
Martin said. But “he is capable of doing the 
charm-offensive thing too – addressing think 
tank audiences, working diplomatic recep-
tions… Xi needs someone like that in charge 
of China’s diplomatic apparatus”. 

Yun Sun said that Qin’s recent experience 
in the US could also help to steady relations 
between the two powers. “Qin’s tenure as the 
ambassador in Washington was clearly aimed 
at familiarising him with the key issues and 
personnel in the bilateral relationship,” Sun 
said. “It also shows Xi wants someone he 
knows and trusts to handle foreign relations.” 

This won’t mean the end of Chinese dip-

closer relations with the West and member-
ship of the World Trade Organisation (grant-
ed in 2001). He was a spokesman in Beijing 
during the global financial crisis in 2008, 
which saw China recover faster than the US 
and question the future of the Western-
dominated financial system. 

But it was under Xi that Qin rose to high-
er office. He became head of Xi’s protocol 
department in 2014, where he accompanied 
the leader on trips overseas and is said to 
have paid great attention to ensuring Xi was 
afforded sufficient respect. As relations with 
the US deteriorated in subsequent years, 
Qin’s rise continued. He became vice-minister 
of foreign affairs in 2018 and ambassador to 
Washington in 2021, where he served for 17 
months before being named foreign minister 
on 30 December 2022. At 56, he is one of the 
youngest people ever to hold the post.

While Qin’s reputation as a wolf warrior 
preceded his arrival in Washington, his ap-
proach as ambassador was more restrained. 
With Joe Biden in the White House, both 
countries hoped to stabilise relations and slow 
an apparent spiral towards open confronta-
tion. “He was here to make nice and mend ties, 
not to do more damage,” said Yun Sun. 

Yet there was a limit to how much of a dif-
ference he could make, given the parlous state 
of relations. Qin’s access to senior US officials 
was reportedly limited, with few authorised 
to meet him (the White House has denied this). 
So Qin focused on public diplomacy instead, 
posting photos on Twitter of meetings with 
Elon Musk, driving a tractor on a visit to farms 
in Iowa, and throwing the first pitch at a St 
Louis Cardinals baseball game. Still, American 
views of China darkened during his posting. 
According to the Pew Research Center, 82 per 
cent of Americans surveyed said they had an 
unfavourable opinion of China in 2022. This 
trend was repeated across the democratic 
world, fuelled by China’s heavy-handed ap-
proach to territorial and trade disputes. The 
demand that diplomats show “fighting spirit” 
has done little to win China friends abroad. 

There are signs that the worst excess-
es of wolf warrior diplomacy are be-
ing tamed. During a politburo study 
session in May 2021, Xi called for 

efforts to promote a “trustworthy, lovable and 
respectable” image of China. In early January, 
Zhao Lijian, a foreign ministry spokesman and 
another notorious wolf warrior, was sidelined 
– transferred to a department that handles 
land and maritime borders. 

“I think there is a recognition, from the top 
leadership down, that some of the more ex-
treme examples of wolf warrior diplomacy 
were damaging China’s international reputa-
tion and there was a need for some kind of 
tactical recalibration,” Martin said. We should 
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Each printed entry receives a 
£5 book token. Entries to 
comp@newstatesman.co.uk 
or on a postcard to This 
England. This column – 
which, though named after 
a line in Shakespeare’s 
“Richard II”, refers to the 
whole of Britain – has run in 
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Cottage pyre
Police and fire service 
officers are investigating 
the cause of fire that 
swept through a cottage 
for the second time in 
a matter of weeks. 

They are working 
with investigators to find 
out how the blaze at the 
house, named “Burnt 
Cottage”, could have 
started.
Wiltshire Gazette & Herald 
(John Boaler)

Walk the line
Remember being taught 
in PE lessons how to swing 
your arms while running, 
or bend your arms while 
swimming, in the most 
energy-efficient way 
possible? Well, it turns 
out we’ve been exercising 
all wrong.

Walking “inefficiently” 
could be more likely to 
help you reach exercise 
goals, according to new 
research published by the 
British Medical Journal, and 
– importantly – it should 
be done in the style of 
Mr Teabag from the 
Ministry of Silly Walks.

In case you’re not 
acquainted with this 

government body, its 
founding members are 
Mr Teabag and Mr Putey, 
played by John Cleese 
and Michael Palin in the 
1970s TV show Monty 
Python’s Flying Circus.
The Big Issue (James Ball)

Staying afloat
Days of heavy rain have 
left the Camp House Inn, 
north of Worcester, 
ferrying regulars in by 
boat. The downpour has 
caused the River Severn to 
burst its banks, leaving the 
pub surrounded by what 
bar staff are affectionately 
calling their “moat”. 

Sitting on beer crates, 
drinkers take in scenic 
views of the submerged 
car park while boating in 
serenely over three feet of 
water. Jo Wainwright-
Scarrott, the pub’s 
assistant manager, said: 
“I’m more boatswain than 
barmaid at the moment.”
MyLondon
(Steve Morley)
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The parties most 
resolutely in support 
of Ukraine are Scholz’s 
coalition partners

JEREMY
CLIFFE

World View
Divisions over Ukraine are exposing the  
incoherence of German foreign policy

Not for nothing is the role of 
German defence minister 
dubbed “the ejector seat”.  
The job of modernising the 

country’s under-resourced, bureaucracy-
strangled armed forces has repeatedly 
tarnished or even ended its incumbent’s 
career. As chancellor, Angela Merkel used 
the role to test – or some claimed, diminish 
– rising politicians who might one day 
succeed her. Now it has claimed another 
victim. Christine Lambrecht, a Social 
Democrat in Olaf Scholz’s coalition 
government, resigned on 16 January. 
Rumours abound that it took more than  
24 hours to name her successor, Boris 
Pistorius, because other candidates turned 
down the job, despite Russia’s war in 
Ukraine making it a position of continent-
shaping importance.

Lambrecht was distinctly unsuited  
to the job, taking it on with no prior 
experience in defence and, reportedly,  
as a consolation prize for missing out on 
the interior ministry. She left a trail of 
blunders, such as using military helicopters 
for personal engagements and proudly 
announcing in January 2022, as Russian 
troops amassed on Ukraine’s borders, that 
Berlin would send Kyiv 5,000 helmets.  
The final gaffe was her posting of a 
tone-deaf Instagram video on New Year’s 
Eve in which, with Berlin’s fireworks 
popping in the background, she described 
how the war had given her “special 
experiences” and “encounters with great 
and interesting people”. 

Yet as the “ejector seat” term suggests, 
Lambrecht’s demise is part of a longer trail 
of woe in Germany’s defence ministry. 
During the Cold War the Bundeswehr, the 

federal German armed forces, was a 
constitutionally limited but still formidable  
force: some 4,000 tanks awaiting a Soviet 
invasion of West Germany. But then came 
the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of 
the Soviet Union. Seen from a reunified 
Germany, history had given way to a 
perpetual European peace in which trade 
and dialogue would keep tyranny at bay. 

Defence budgets shrivelled and the  
role of defence minister slid down the 
cabinet hierarchy. The bureaucracy’s 
tentacles grew and tightened; Germany’s 
fleet of Leopard 2 battle tanks contracted 
to about 350.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
on 24 February 2022 proved the folly  
of these policies and the complacent 
post-1989 assumptions on which they 
rested. Briefly, it seemed that Germany 
finally understood this. In a historic 
speech to the Bundestag three days  
after the invasion, Scholz described the 
moment as a Zeitenwende, a turning of the 
eras: the misguided Nord Stream 2 gas 
pipeline to Russia would not open, 
Germany would break its taboo on 
exporting arms to war zones, its defence 
budget would meet the Nato target of  
2 per cent of GDP, and the government 
would create a €100bn “special fund” for 
its armed forces. 

Yet the execution of these policies  
has been patchy. Mobilisation of the 
special fund has been achingly slow, and  
it is clear that it will not fix decades of 
underinvestment. The Nato target will  
not be hit until 2025. And the lessons of 
Germany’s recent over-reliance on Russia 
have not been learned: in October, Scholz 
rammed through the sale of a stake in 
Hamburg’s port to a Chinese state-backed 
firm. Although Germany has sent Ukraine 
valuable arms, it has for months stalled 
over Kyiv’s request for Leopard 2 tanks. 
Berlin has offered weak excuses for not 
sending them, including the mantra that 
Germany should not “go it alone”. This 
defies basic facts: the US has approved the 
transfers; Britain has announced it is 
sending Ukraine 14 Challenger 2 battle 
tanks; and partners such as Poland and 
Finland are impatient to send some of their 
Leopard 2s, but under re-export rules need 
German approval.

Pistorius was expected to make an 
announcement about the tanks ahead  
of a defence summit at Ramstein, the US 
airbase in western Germany, on 20 January. 
Yet even if Berlin submits to their transfer, 
the delay hardly bespeaks a German 
establishment that has internalised  
the Zeitenwende.

In fact, that might not be the right  
term at all. “Turning of the eras” describes 
the shift that took place in Europe on  
24 February, but what is happening within 
Germany is less a rupture with post-Cold 
War complacency than a gradual evolution 
away from it. A more accurate term would 
be Generationenwende (turning of the 
generations). This is an evolution driven 
primarily by the young, who, polling 
shows, are more realistic about Europe’s 
new security realities and are more 
favourable towards proactive German 
foreign and defence policies. A pattern is 
evident within politics and government, 
too. The political parties most resolute in 
their support for Ukraine are Scholz’s two 
junior coalition partners: the Greens and 
the liberal Free Democrats, two parties 
favoured by younger voters. The Green 
foreign minister, Annalena Baerbock (born 
in 1980), has often outflanked Scholz in 
backing weapons transfers. 

This distinction must feature in what 
allies should expect from Berlin. Yes, the 
country is moving towards a more serious 
security role, towards greater leadership 
and impetus in Europe. But that is not 
happening in one single transformative 
moment. Rather, it is happening slowly and 
gradually. The problem – for Germany and 
Europe – is that events are moving much, 
much faster than that. 
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was the one phase of capitalist history in 
which financial markets were subservient to 
national political authorities.  

Second, there was the new global hegem-
ony of the US, whose ideological pitch was 
that American economic power was a guaran-
tor of political freedom across the world. 
Public intellectuals such as Milton Friedman 
happily fell into line behind this anti- 
communist agenda, arguing that as long as 
an economy granted freedom to corpora-
tions and consumers, that was as much  
“democracy” as anyone might need. Revers-
ing the original anxiety of prewar neoliberals, 
the alleged problem with socialism was now 
that it suppressed democracy. 

Of course, the “mixed economy” model of 
the postwar era fudged the issue by accepting 
elements of socialism (such as state ownership 
of key industries) into mainstream economic 
policy, but this only emboldened the ideo-
logical celebration of Western capitalism.

The idea that democracy and capital-
ism have any connection at all is 
largely a side-effect of the Cold War. 
Prior to 1939, the most passionate 

defenders of capitalism (think of the Aus-
trian economists such as Ludwig von Mises 
or Joseph Schumpeter) were deeply alarmed 
by the expansion of suffrage in the 1920s, 
which had granted “the masses” their voice. 
In Europe, the demand that ordinary men 
and women be politically represented would 
have been more commonly associated with 
socialism than with capitalism. The catalyst 
for interwar neoliberal thought on the con-
tinent was precisely that democracy posed 
a growing threat to capitalism, a develop-
ment that needed to be resisted. 

In the US, meanwhile, many of the most 
ardent defenders of the republic’s democrat-
ic tradition were fearful of the new industrial 
corporations and monopolies in the late 19th 
century. The Jeffersonian ideal of agrarian 

democracy was undoubtedly compatible with 
markets, but far less so with the forms of con-
centrated ownership and hierarchical man-
agement associated with capitalism. The birth 
of American populism with the formation of 
the People’s Party in Nebraska in 1892 took 
explicit aim at the capitalist elites, represent-
ed by Wall Street and the Federal Reserve, 
clustered in New York and Washington DC. 

The fact that “democratic capitalism” is 
anything more than an oxymoron is largely 
thanks to two things. First, there was the post-
war establishment of Keynesianism and social 
democracy, which sought to put economic 
growth in the service of social cohesion and 
mass citizenship, partly through applying 
constraints on the financial sector. The Ger-
man sociologist Wolfgang Streeck has argued 
that the postwar Keynesian era was the only 
time in history when democracy and capital-
ism have ever been meaningfully combined, 
because (until it broke down in the 1970s) this 

The business-lounge 
intellectual
Martin Wolf wants to rescue 
capitalism. Is it worth saving?

By William Davies
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The central claim of Martin Wolf’s new 
book, The Crisis of Democratic Capital-
ism, is that the synthesis of democ-
racy and capitalism, “the political 

and economic operating systems of today’s 
West”, is now in grave danger. Nationalism 
and authoritarianism threaten the liberal in-
stitutions on which modern democracy de-
pends, while economic stagnation and fla-
grant rent-seeking at the top is destroying the 
legitimacy of capitalism. Wolf is nuanced and 
evidence-based on the relationship between 
these two developments, highlighting the 
ways in which the capitalism of recent years 
has destroyed people’s self-esteem, dissolved 
their belief in the future and led them in search 
of scapegoats. Any credible plan for resisting 
the sort of plutocracy represented by Donald 
Trump will need to operate on political and 
economic fronts simultaneously.  

Wolf is clear that the alliance between 
democracy and capitalism is an uneasy one, 

that works at best as a delicate balance. This 
is no Friedman-esque polemic about the po-
litical freedoms that capitalism guarantees. 
“As is true of any marriage,” he writes, “that 
between liberal democracy and market cap-
italism may fail. It is sure to do so if the pol-
ity or the economy fails to deliver what is 
needed.” And yet Wolf is adamant that the 
relationship is still the best one available, in 
spite of inevitable imperfections. 

Historical periods of globalisation, such 
as the late 19th and late 20th centuries, have 
tended to coincide with those of democra-
tisation. Where it has been established, the 
liberal separation of market from state, eco-
nomics from politics, has brought prosper-
ity and peace over the past 200 years. This is 
what Wolf is fighting for. 

So why has this settlement broken down? 
And, no less importantly, when did it happen? 
It’s relatively easy to diagnose the crisis in the 
abstract. If the goal of liberalism is to main-

tain the uneasy balance between private 
economy and public politics, this can either 
go wrong when the state overpowers the 
economy (socialism) or when private eco-
nomic power comes to pollute politics (plu-
tocracy). While Wolf makes sure to attack 
Venezuelan socialism in passing, it is princi-
pally the latter threat – of economic powers 
that have broken free of political constraints 
– that he has in his sights. 

While he would no doubt be horrified by 
the comparison, much of Wolf’s economic 
critique is in line with what politicians such 
as John McDonnell and Bernie Sanders have 
been arguing for several years. A chapter 
entitled “Rise of Rentier Capitalism” in-
cludes a section with the impeccably Cor-
bynite title, “Toward Rigged Capitalism”. 
Between the various graphs and scholarly 
references, one detects a note of disgust 
with the “elites” who seek to dodge their tax, 
abuse their market power and duck any 

Democracy as seen from Davos: the new book by the FT’s Martin Wolf is a cautious response to the world’s challenges
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whelming. A thoughtful and informed  
discussion of universal basic income  
concludes that it is a bad idea. An erudite 
discussion of university funding finds that 
Britain’s hated model of income-contingent 
student loans is the best available. Many of 
the most passionate demands are merely for 
the liberal state and its elites to rediscover 
some sense of public service that they once 
possessed . 

Among other things, The Crisis of Demo-
cratic Capitalism is an exercise in expectation 
management. Whether this cautious scepti-
cism is adequate to the scale of the world’s 
present challenges is questionable, though 
there are flashes of wild ambition in talk of 
overhauling the global economy. 

The spectre haunting Wolf is that  
of war. The book opens with bio-
graphical details of how his parents 
met, having fled the Nazis: “I and 

my brother, born in 1948, are, like many mil-
lions of others, children of catastrophe.” The 
war in Ukraine and escalating tensions with 
China hover in the background. The example 
of the Second World War, and the lessons 
that were taken from it, seemingly drives 
Wolf’s crypto-Keynesian mentality, even if 
he is adamant that we cannot simply resur-
rect the political-economic system of the 
postwar era. 

One feels Wolf is torn between the solu-
tionist optimism that is required to get a 
hearing on the global business circuit, and 
the pessimism that comes from knowing too 
much about the 20th century. But what if 
Streeck is right, and “democratic capitalism” 
was just a 30-year experiment, sandwiched 
between much longer phases of financial 
domination? That would surely require a 
more full-throated rejection of the Thatch-
erite paradigm. 

Wolf doesn’t go as far as calling for a new 
Bretton Woods (which would be necessary 
in order to bring finance to heel); indeed, he 
never seems to view finance in particular as 
the problem. However, he’s clearly under no 
illusions as to how socially destructive con-
temporary capitalism has become, nor how 
dire the political fallout could end up being. 

The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism will 
reach a wide and powerful audience. It will 
be read by world leaders and CEOs. If it con-
vinces some of them to change tack, away 
from the plutocratic path that national and 
international economies are currently on, 
then we should all be grateful. Whether it will 
stir into action any of those outside of such 
rarefied corridors of power seems more 
doubtful, and perhaps beside the point. 

“The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism” by 
Martin Wolf is published by Allen Lane

While 2016 stands out as the year when 
Anglo-American democracy was shaken by 
illiberal forces, and 2008 as when the ex-
cesses of financialised capitalism nearly sank 
the economy altogether, Wolf can also be 
frustratingly reticent about identifying his-
torical origins and causal chains. It falls to 
the reader to piece together a historical nar-
rative on the basis of throwaway observa-
tions and dates. We learn, for instance, that 
“democratic capitalism” actually began in 
1870, because this was the point when gov-
ernment spending as a proportion of GDP 
began its ascent. We’re told that, “The most 
important reformer of the 20th century was 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt.” 

More arrestingly, Wolf reports that “The 
Trump-led Republican Party, or for that mat-
ter the Johnson-led Conservative Party, did 
not come from nowhere. They came from 40 
years of elite failure.” Forty years? I wonder 
who came to power precisely 40 years prior 
to the Johnson-led Conservative Party. One 
conclusion to draw from The Crisis of Demo-
cratic Capitalism is that the senior columnist 
of the world’s leading business newspaper is 
now a committed big-state social democrat, 
who blames Thatcherite neoliberalism for the 
breakdown of everything liberals hold dear.

The problem is that if, as Richard Rorty 
famously put it, “truth is what your contem-
poraries let you get away with saying”, blaming 
Thatcherism and its heirs for the condition 
of Britain in 2022 is not a “truth” that Wolf’s 
contemporaries would let him get away with. 
In addition to Wolf’s impressive review of re-
cent political and economic research, the 
book is littered with references to the sort of 
authors, such as Yascha Mounk and Francis 
Fukuyama, who get read in business-class 
lounges. At its weakest, The Crisis of Demo-
cratic Capitalism occasionally lapses into the 
kind of tautologous Blairite Davos-speak in 
which it’s advisable that the world pursues 
good outcomes, so as to avoid bad outcomes. 

All of which raises an interesting question 
about the nature of Wolf as a public intel-
lectual, given his impeccable status as a 
source of independent commentary and 
economic analysis over the decades. What 
is Martin Wolf? He presents himself here as 
the voice of moderation and balance, in a 
world that has been disrupted by financial 
and political excess. He takes inspiration 
from Karl Popper’s vision of “piecemeal social 
engineering”, a kind of liberal reformism that 
avoids trying to overhaul everything at once. 

“The motto of this book is ‘never too 
much’, as the ancient Greeks used to say,” he 
announces early on. Barack Obama’s princi-
ple of foreign policy, “Don’t do stupid shit”, 
describes the Wolfian philosophy just as well. 

The reasoning is always painstaking, even 
if the concrete conclusions are often under-

public accountability. While it seems un-
likely that The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism 
will convince many socialists of the merits 
of capitalism, it does appear to have been 
written partly to get Wolf ’s more natural 
interlocutors – the global business class – to 
confront the consequences of their own 
political nihilism. 

Wolf is equally unsparing about 
the policy disaster of post-2008 
austerity. “It was, in some cases, 
notably the UK’s, an attempt to 

shift the blame for the crisis onto fiscal prof-
ligacy from heedless finance.” By seizing the 
opportunity to slash public spending, the 
duplicitous Cameron government did untold 
social damage, which eventually contributed 
to the disaster of Brexit. 

It’s a shame Wolf wasn’t able to convince 
his own colleagues of this, when they wrote, 
in a Financial Times leader before the 2015 
election, “The mix of a loose monetary  
policy and a tight fiscal policy has worked. 
Mr Cameron and his chancellor George  
Osborne, supported by Mr Clegg, showed 
political courage to tackle the public financ-
es and shrink the state.” By contrast, Wolf is 
adamant that only a higher-tax, higher-
spending state can now rescue us.
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This isn’t a few “bad 
apples”; it’s a work 
culture that attracts 
rampant misogynists

RACHEL  
CUNLIFFE

Out of the Ordinary
The Metropolitan Police has proved yet 
again that it is a haven for sex offenders

As soon as I saw the headlines about 
David Carrick – the Metropolitan 
Police officer who has admitted to 
49 charges which, by adding up the 

multiple incident counts, relate to more 
than 80 sexual offences, including 48 rapes 
– I thought of Maya Angelou’s advice: 
“When people show you who they are, 
believe them the first time.”

The details are harrowing, even to those 
of us who thought we were inured to being 
shocked by revelations involving the 
Metropolitan Police. Carrick, 48, joined the 
Met in 2001 and spent the next 20 years 
committing a string of crimes that make him 
one of the UK’s most prolific sexual 
offenders. The incidents he has admitted to 
involve 12 different women and include 
rape, sexual assault, coercive control and 
false imprisonment. In some cases, he 
locked his victims in a downstairs cupboard 
that was, according to one detective, 
smaller than a dog crate. He used his police 
warrant card to get his victims to trust him.

What’s more chilling is that none of this 
should have been a surprise. Carrick 
showed the people he knew – including his 
employers – who he was before he even 
became a police officer. Prior to joining the 
Met he had been under criminal 
investigation for malicious communications 
and burglary. The Met let him in. He was 
accused of assault against a former partner. 
Nothing was done. 

Carrick continued to rape and assault 
women, and was promoted to the Met’s 
Parliamentary and Diplomatic Protection 
Command, which empowered him to carry 
a firearm. (This is the same armed unit to 
which Wayne Couzens, who raped and 
murdered Sarah Everard, belonged.) There 

were multiple complaints about him from 
members of the public and allegations of 
domestic violence. They were ignored. He 
was nicknamed “Bastard Dave” by 
colleagues (as Couzens was nicknamed “the 
rapist”). Did they assume it was just banter? 
He was not vetted again for 16 years, and 
when he finally was, nothing was done.

Even when Hertfordshire Police arrested 
Carrick in July 2021 for rape, the Met didn’t 
suspend him; instead he was placed on 
restricted duties. He wasn’t charged until 
October 2021, for the rape of a different 
woman. The Met’s assistant commissioner, 
Barbara Gray, has said she “would not 
expect anyone with his pattern of behaviour 
to be in the police service today”. 

Except, examine the story a little closer 
and it becomes clear that we’re looking at 
this the wrong way around. Carrick did not 
commit these crimes in spite of being a Met 
Police officer. He was part of a force that 
enabled him to commit these crimes: by 
handing him a warrant card and a firearm, 
by ignoring complaints, and by nurturing a 
toxic work culture which encourages the 
attitudes that lead to misogynistic violence.

The political scientist Brian Klaas, who 
has made his career studying power-seeking 
psychopaths, writes a lot about police 
forces in his book Corruptible (2022). He 
points out that, if you want police forces 

that aren’t prone to corruption and 
violence, you have to look at who is 
applying for the job – and why. If your 
recruitment pool is so shallow you’re forced 
to accept anyone who wants to join, you’ll 
get predictably horrific results. With UK 
police forces struggling to recruit officers in 
the numbers required, in part because of 
pay stagnation, the risks to the integrity of 
British law enforcement are clear. So is the 
incentive to dismiss obvious warning signs 
displayed by existing officers.

Which brings us to the other problem 
Klaas highlights: power-hungry individuals 
are drawn to positions that give them that 
power and enable them to abuse it. A man 
predisposed to raping women will seek a 
job in an organisation that gives him the 
opportunity to do so. If that organisation 
ignores the blinking red lights and lets such 
men continue with virtual impunity, it will 
become a magnet for abusers. And that 
seems to be what the Met has become.

How else do you explain that Wayne 
Couzens kept his job even after complaints 
of indecent exposure had been made 
against him? Or the fact that he was in a 
WhatsApp group with other officers who 
shared messages so grossly offensive 
– messages where they joked about raping 
female colleagues and assaulting victims 
they were sent to help – two men have 
been convicted? Or the hundreds of 
allegations of domestic violence made 
against Met officers in the three years up 
to autumn 2021, which led to just nine 
dismissals? This isn’t a few “bad apples”; 
it’s a culture of rampant misogyny, and 
such cultures naturally attract and 
embolden rampant misogynists.

In the wake of too many scandals to 
count, the new Met commissioner, Mark 
Rowley, promised to be “ruthless” in rooting 
out this kind of toxic bigotry. But to do that 
requires an acceptance of just how big a 
role culture plays. It doesn’t seem like that 
acceptance has sunk in yet. Indeed, there 
has been hostility from the Met at the idea 
the force was in any way to blame for 
Carrick’s two decades of crime. But Barbara 
Gray is wrong: this is exactly the kind of 
individual we should expect to find in the 
Met – because the Met not only hands to its 
officers power that can so easily be abused, 
but has repeatedly demonstrated that those 
who do abuse it will be able to flourish. 

Dave Carrick recognised that. Wayne 
Couzens recognised that. And among the 
Met’s 34,000 police officers, hidden in plain 
sight amid their decent and dedicated 
colleagues, we can be sure there are many 
others who recognise it too and continue to 
take advantage of it. The Met has shown us 
what it is. Now we need to believe it. 
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The opening scene of Spare is close to one in 
the film The Slipper and the Rose, a musical 
retelling of Cinderella. The Prince (Richard 
Chamberlain) tells how, as a child, he was 

brought to his future tomb and told: “That’s yours. 
That’s waiting for you.” Then he sings. Spare begins  
at the royal burial ground after the funeral of  
Prince Philip, in April 2021. Prince Harry – Harold to his 
brother, Hal to me, because he’s a fool seeking wisdom 
– is a singular creature: a reluctant archetype. At  
the end of the book, he frees a hummingbird and  
there is his metaphor: the hummingbird, c’est moi.

He is at the burial ground to meet his father –  
always Pa – and William, whom he calls Willy because 
he thinks it makes him sound stupid. Not only does 
William get the crown, but Hal fears that one day he 
will have to give him a kidney, being a spare. He wants 
to explain why he is so angry, and waits near a gothic 
ruin (“some bit of stagecraft”). They arrive and,  
“our feet almost on top of Wallis Simpson’s face,  
Pa launched into a micro-lecture” about dead relatives. 
Spare is filled with allusions to death: being smuggled 
away from a nightclub in the boot of a car, Hal 
compares himself to a man in a coffin. On his way to 
Afghanistan, he wonders what the headline will be if  
he dies and chooses, “Bye, Harry”. It’s a fair guess. 

The princes shout over each other, and the mood is 
dangerous. The media are so skilled at trying to make 

Books

On the savagery  
of monarchy

Prince Harry seeks renewal – 
but his exposé of the cruelty  

of royalty is driven by rage

By Tanya Gold

Family heirs loom: Prince Harry’s memoir is “an act of transgression. Puppets are not meant to speak; they are not meant to shame you”
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Windsor men cry it’s easy to forget that the brothers 
are trained killers. Hal has an epiphany: he will write  
a book. “How can I tell them? I can’t. It would take too 
long. Besides, they’re clearly not in the right frame of 
mind to listen. Not now, anyway. Not today. And so: 
Pa? Willy? World? Here you go.”

Spare is an act of transgression. Puppets are not 
meant to speak; they are not meant to shame you. 
Britain heard Elizabeth II’s silence and poured into it 
everything it loved, and, increasingly, everything the 
country wasn’t. For me, Spare is whistleblowing, but 
then I think monarchy is a personal cruelty and a 
national idiocy. A belief in it may be a bewitching act of 
projection, but there are too many victims to judge it 
benevolent: Margaret, Diana, Hal, even Elizabeth. 
When I watched her body driven down the A40, with  
a little jewelled crown atop, I wept for the life she might 
have had. What was it for?

Now we have what we imagine we wanted, and we 
don’t like it, because it’s truthful: a portrait of life with 
the Windsors, written by one of their own. It is bitter 
reading: like watching people try to be human when 
humanity won’t serve them. There is love here but it  
is eerie, calcified and fiercely guarded: each duke  
for himself in the battle for semi-divinity, fought by 
planting trees and laughing on Instagram.

Hal, who resembles his grandfather Philip – look at 
the eyes and the bridge of the nose, a photographer 
told me, when I was pondering the rumours – has at 
least partially fulfilled Virginia Woolf’s prophecy, 
outlined in an essay: “And suppose that among the 
autumn books of 2034 is Prometheus Unbound, by George 
the Sixth, or Wuthering Heights, by Elizabeth the Second, 
what will be the effect upon their loyal subjects?… 
Words are dangerous things, let us remember. A republic 
might be brought into being by a poem.”

But first the reader must untangle Hal from their 
ideal of him, and from his skilful ghostwriter. 
There is the Hal of Channel 4’s satire The 
Windsors, or, as the headlines have him, Prince 

Thicko. This Hal ruminates on the character of swans, 
talks to a bin – “you’re welcome, mate” – loses his 
virginity in a field and projects his feelings onto 
elephants, who he thinks are having a meeting. He 
wonders if he should live in Svalbard. He fantasises 
about working at a fondue bar. He drinks alcohol out of 
prosthetic legs and loves Stewie from Family Guy 
because he’s a baby and a truth-teller, and Hal identifies.

There is the heartbroken child who was loved by  
a country, which isn’t love at all. Hal meets Gurkhas 
who will not let him go to the toilet alone – they think 
he is semi-divine and needs assistance – and a woman 
who shouts “Diana’s baby!” at him and passes out.  
(Earl Spencer’s disgust on hearing that the children 
would walk behind the coffin was righteous. He said it 
was barbaric, and it was, though it stopped Pa getting 
heckled, or shot.)

But mostly there is rage, and the possibility of 
renewal. Hal is like a teenage alcoholic who has just 
stopped drinking. He is amazed at himself, and he 
cannot stop revelating. Elizabeth II is a deity tended by 

pages, a cloud in spectacles. I don’t doubt she loved 
her family, but she presided over a vacuum into which 
their souls were poured, and Hal tells us how she did it. 
Observing her during the Golden Jubilee concert in 
2002, he writes, “I was startled at how unstartled she 
was. It wasn’t that she felt no emotions. On the 
contrary, I always thought that Granny experienced all 
the normal human emotions. She just knew better than 
the rest of us mortals how to control them.” Then he 
looks closer, and sees that she is wearing bright yellow 
earplugs. That is her secret: she didn’t listen. 

Then there are Pa and Camilla. Pa is a sentimental 
workaholic, never at the scene of the crime. He smells 
“flowery, with a hint of something harsh, like pepper  
or gunpowder”. He falls asleep at his desk and awakes 
with letters stuck to his face. He has a battered teddy 
bear that travels with him: Hal wonders if the teddy 
looks like Pa did as a child after suffering a beating 
from the bullies at his public school, Gordonstoun. 
Watching Hal play Conrade in Shakespeare’s Much Ado 
About Nothing (“Can you make no use of your 
discontent?”) Pa laughs in the wrong places. He tickles 
Hal’s face to soothe him until he falls asleep, and leaves 
notes on his pillow telling him how proud he is. 

On the night his mother would die, “Pa stopped by 
on his way to dinner. He was running late, but he made 
a show of lifting the silver dome – ‘Yum, wish I was 
having that!’ – and taking a long sniff. He was always 
sniffing things. Food, roses, or our hair.” When Hal 
rings him from Afghanistan, Pa says: “I love your 
letters. I’d much prefer a letter.” When he tells Harry his 
mother is dead, he pats his knee, and leaves him to it. 
“Who knows if I’m really the Prince of Wales?” he asks 
at one point. “Who knows if I’m even your real father? 
Maybe your real father is in Broadmoor, darling boy!” 

Pa briefs against his sons when it suits him, because 
there isn’t enough favour to go around. (“There was 
always a but with him when it came to the press, 
because he hated their hate, but oh how he loved their 
love.”) The boys complain of leaks from their father’s 
office to keep Pa and Camilla up the popularity 
rankings – which YouGov publishes. Pa frets: “Granny 
has her person [her press contact], why can’t I have 
mine?” And again: “But Pa just kept saying it. Granny 
had her person… High time he had a person too.”

As Hal’s mental health declines, he talks to his 
father: “Towards the end of the meal he looked down 
at his plate and said softly: ‘I suppose it’s my fault.  
I should have got you the help you needed years ago.’” 
Then he disappears, an apprentice cloud. 

William emerges as a man who learned life from  
a textbook, a senior executive at a failing corporation. 
He builds walls as swiftly as any medieval prince, 
sometimes giving affection, sometimes withholding it. 
Help is available, but, “I must come to him. Pointedly, 
directly, formally – bend the knee.” You don’t know me 
and I don’t know you, he tells Hal when he starts at 
Eton, like a young Godfather or David Brent. It’s the 
same in Botswana, and later, too, when William is living 
with Catherine at Kensington Palace, and the invitations 
to dinner do not come. (In fact, they are busy watching 
Suits, which is hilarious.) Or William says,  

Spare  
Prince Harry  
Bantam,  
416pp, £28

William 
emerges as 
a man who 
learned life 
from a  
textbook,  
a senior  
executive  
at a failing  
corporation
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Walking in the woods the Van Cutsems find an old 

army Land Rover. “Willy and the boys smiled. Harold, 
jump in, drive away, and we’ll shoot you. Either get in 
and drive or we shoot you right here.” At Balmoral he 
shoots a red deer with a gamekeeper. They kneel by 
the carcass, and the gamekeeper stuffs his head inside 
it. On his stag night, “they dressed me as a giant yellow 
feathered chicken and sent me downrange to shoot 
fireworks at me”. What a lifestyle! He is tortured as 
preparation for war in Afghanistan. A female soldier 
plays a terrorist and says: “Your mother was pregnant 
when she died, eh? With your sibling? A Muslim baby!” 
This is a conspiracy theory and later they apologise: 
“Hard for us to find something about you that you’d be 
shocked we knew.”

Then came Meghan, and who wouldn’t prefer 
her to a weekend with the Van Cutsems? 
Racism, classism, misogyny and xenophobia 
fell on her, though people were excited about 

the wedding. The closer you get to the throne, the 
easier it is for the women. Catherine had only to deal 
with classism and misogyny, Camilla with misogyny, 
Elizabeth Regina, presumably, with boredom. Who 
does Meghan think she is? Human? She could not 
know it was a kind of acceptance, a slotting her into 
the pantheon of the dehumanised.

In the wake of her wedding, the Express accused 
Meghan of trying to kill Princess Charlotte with lilies of 
the valley. Then it was murderous avocados. Then it 
was Duchess Difficult and Tiaragate and the Tragedy 
of the Bridesmaids’ Ill-fitting Dresses, all leaked by 
palace staff to benefit the principals, which is why we 
know about it. Meghan was suicidal, though people 
refuse to believe it. She is a paradigm of the female 
victim, taunted, disbelieved.

Hal is only half emancipated: he still doesn’t 
understand class. He says his mother had a “hatred  
of smugness and fakery and all things posh”. She 
married the Prince of Wales! Extra security “was made 
necessary by the press stirring up racism and class 
resentment”. He knows the diamonds are bloody,  
but he still loves the crown. Is this vestigial loyalty?  
We don’t yet know.

I hope he will achieve full emancipation, because, 
having projected onto him for a lifetime, I can’t stop 
now. I once seriously hoped he would become a tree 
surgeon. Either he still believes he is semi-divine and 
the world needs his service, or he wants fame as an 
instrument of revenge. I prefer the second theory 
because it is self-aware, calculating and grandiose: 
royal, then. The best Twitter response to Spare 
imagined Hal and William mustering forces in their 
respective dukedoms and meeting halfway in battle,  
at a Waltham Cross Homebase.

If Hal’s theme is cruelty, his conclusion is that 
royalty is brutalising, and that is not an error – though 
he thinks, or pretends, it is. This is an extraordinary 
and important book, though you can argue it is 
likewise savage and immoral. His family do not want  
to join his community of happy hummingbirds, 
preferring, for now, their fretful royal power. 

“I let you have veterans, why can’t you let me have 
African elephants and rhinos?” Or: “Raw deal, Harold,” 
when the newspapers scoop Hal’s life again.

William can be giddy. The night before his wedding, 
he is drunk on rum and insists on going down to talk  
to the crowds. He expresses this with a peculiar 
intensity: “‘I need to see them!’ He asked me to come. 
He begged.” I watch the footage. William is sweet and 
ruddy as a baby, chomping his teeth, talking to some 
women dressed as daffodils. I wonder if, when drunk, 
he can imagine himself a saviour.

The most interesting scene is the fight, the story 
that was leaked first from the book: William pushes Hal 
into a dog bowl. When I profiled William for the New 
Statesman’s Platinum Jubilee issue (3 June 2022) I wrote 
that he is a “parental child” with an urge to rescue – if 
he cannot rescue, he cannot cope. “He said he was 
trying to help me,” Hal writes. Hal replied: “Are you 
serious? Help me? Sorry – is this what you call this? 
Helping me?” So, William, thwarted in his rescue, 
throws him to the floor. 

At the burial ground at Frogmore, in a scene as 
gothic as the ruin, William grabs Hal, who is talking 
about “being stripped of everything” since he and 
Meghan left the UK. (His security detail is gone. The 
threat to his family is real, and the leaking has made it 
worse.) William shouts: “That was Granny! Take it up 
with Granny! Listen to me, Harold, listen! I love you, 
Harold! I want you to be happy. Harold you must listen 
to me! I just want you to be happy, Harold, I swear.  
I swear on Mummy’s life.” This is the shattered heart of 
the book: William wants this to be true – hence his fury 
– but he knows it isn’t. It can’t be. There is not enough 
favour to go around.

Hal’s hatred of Camilla is a ghost limb, or  
a feint. It is his father he is angry with, for 
betraying the mother he never really accepts 
is dead. Should it surprise us that the high 

priest of the cult of Diana is her younger son? The 
pain, he writes, is “all I have left of her”. Beyond 
repurposing his childhood bedroom as a dressing 
room, Camilla doesn’t do much: as seen in Spare, she is 
essentially too lazy to be a villain. Catherine emerges 
as a female mirror of William: careful, hypersensitive, 
and, when asked to lend Meghan a lip-gloss, territorial. 
A better villain is Angela Kelly, Elizabeth II’s dresser,  
a master in working-class snobbery, who you sense 
would rip the tiara off any madam’s head if she could, 
their being inferior to her madam. Who isn’t? Royal 
servants snipe where it is safe to do so. When you read 
that Mr R, an equerry, parked his Land Rover Discovery 
to block out Hal’s daylight, you suspect it is deliberate: 
Jeeves revenged on Wooster is a trope.

I was prepared for Hal’s account of the savagery  
of the press, who took photographs of Diana dying. 
But I was not prepared for the savagery of his social 
class. Here is his description of a stay with his 
childhood friends the Van Cutsems: “Hair pulling, eye 
gouging, arm twisting, sleeper holds. Black eye, violet 
welt, puffed lip.” Being emotionally cauterised, he 
doesn’t mind, “on the contrary”.

Should it 
surprise us 
that the high 
priest of  
the cult of 
Diana is her 
younger son?
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The Wife of Bath: A Biography 
by Marion Turner
Princeton University Press, 336pp, £20

Writing a biography of a fictional character may seem 
an odd pursuit, but if there is any literary creation that 
justifies it, it is the Wife of Bath. Alison’s story is among 
the best known of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and her 
lengthy prologue reveals a well-developed character – 
the first, according to Marion Turner, of her kind. In this 
follow-up to her biography of Chaucer, the Oxford 
professor argues that the Wife of Bath was “the first 
ordinary woman in English literature”. Alison was 
certainly radical for her time: she was a strong-willed, 
articulate working woman who had been married five 
times. She spoke openly of sex, marriage and  
domestic abuse.

The Wife of Bath is divided evenly in half, the first 
placing Alison in her 14th-century context by exploring 
the real precedents for working women and the 
marriage market, and the second documenting her 
afterlife in the cultural imagination, from Voltaire to 
Zadie Smith. The Wife of Bath may be a work of fiction, 
but Turner’s scholarly yet lively portrait of her reveals 
much about the real-life women who were the earliest 
readers of her tale, and about the cultures that have 
been captivated by her ever since.
By Pippa Bailey

Confessions: Life Re-examined  
by Edward Stourton
Doubleday, 304pp, £20

Edward Stourton has been a stalwart of British radio 
and television news for more than 40 years, as a writer, 
reporter and presenter for ITN, Channel 4 and the 
BBC. These memoirs engagingly recount numerous 
assignments, from covering a Welsh miners’ strike 
while wearing a pinstripe suit to feeling the breath of a 
sniper’s bullet “on the back of my neck” in Sarajevo. 
They cover his upbringing too: he was born in Nigeria, 
which gained him a permit to cover the presidential 
election there in 2019, when a consular official saw that 
he was from Lagos and obligingly listed his ethnicity as 
“Black African”; he then attended Trinity College, 
Cambridge (where he had overdrafts at four 
Cambridge banks) before entering, and rapidly 
mastering, television news.

Just how deeply embedded he became in the public 
consciousness was clear in the furore that greeted his 
mishandled firing in 2008 from the Today programme 
after ten years: the fuss, he says, “gave me a higher 
profile than any other event in my career”. It has been a 
rich life, which he describes with unshowy ease.
By Michael Prodger

Sold Out: How Broken Supply Chains, Surging 
Inflation and Political Instability Will Sink the Global 
Economy by James Rickards
Penguin Business, 272pp, £14.99

On 4 January, in his first big speech since entering 
Downing Street, Rishi Sunak promised to “halve 
inflation”. He might as well have promised to ensure 
warm weather during summer, or the continued 
existence of the Moon: it’s almost certainly going to 
happen anyway, and for reasons he could never hope 
to control. As James Rickards writes in this primer on 
the global complexity crunch, the inflationary forces 
of 2021 and 2022 are dissipating, to be replaced by a 
period in which, he claims, “we may be fortunate to 
avoid a repeat of the 1930s”.

Rickards is an economic doomsayer. He has written 
books on “the coming collapse of the international 
monetary system” and “wealth preservation in the 
coming chaos”, and is a contrarian critic of government 
orthodoxy and “climate alarmism”. But he also has a 
keen understanding of the supply chains and systems 
that have for decades grown ever more complex while 
governments around the world maintained blithe 
assumptions of stability. The value of such 
catastrophising isn’t necessarily that it’s right, but that it 
gives a sense of how bad things might get.  
By Will Dunn

Bad Bridget: Crime, Mayhem and the Lives  
of Irish Emigrant Women  
by Elaine Farrell and Leanne McCormick
Sandycove, 336pp, £14.99 

In October 1856 Eliza Thompson, an Irish immigrant to 
the US, travelled to New York to meet her sister, who was 
arriving from Dublin. After seeking help to find a 
boarding house for the night, she was placed in the care 
of a policeman who later delivered her to a brothel. 
Elaine Farrell and Leanne McCormick’s social history – 
which follows their popular podcast – reveals that 
Eliza’s story was no outlier; thousands of Irish women 
who crossed the Atlantic to escape the hardship of 
19th-century Ireland found themselves sexually 
exploited and trapped in poverty. By using newspaper 
reports and public records, the authors piece together 
these stories, including the more gruesome ones of Bella 
Anderson, a nanny who kidnapped her two-year-old 
charge, and the murderer Mary Farmer.

Bad Bridget is rich in detail and thorough in its 
research. By giving a voice to these Irish women that 
history has neglected, Farrell and McCormick disrupt 
the romanticised narrative of Irish immigration to North 
America that is prominent in popular culture today.
By Christiana Bishop

Reviewed in short
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A giant of Norwegian letters and an 
internationally celebrated dramatist, Jon 
Fosse, whose body of work spans four 
decades, has until recently remained little-

known in the English-speaking world. But with his latest 
work, Septology – a seven-part novel published 
simultaneously in an English translation by Damion 
Searls, initially in three instalments and this winter 
brought together in a single, thick volume – Fosse’s 
renown among Anglophone readers seems on the cusp 
of being lastingly assured.

The late American philosopher Stanley Cavell once 
likened “the burden of describing” art to “the burden of 
producing it”. Cavell elsewhere advised critics to “let the 
object or work of your interest teach you how to 
consider it” – that is, allow our response to, say, a novel, 
to be guided by cues in the text itself. There is no 
shortage of cues – self-reflexive musings on art – in 
Septology, whose narrator, Asle, is a gifted abstract 
painter. Great art, according to Asle, “says something…
that can never be said in words”, emitting a “silent 
language” that can be intuited but not paraphrased or 
explained. Unique and “not entirely of this world”, it 
grazes the divine, evoking “something bigger than life”.

Perhaps influenced by such promptings, the burden 
of describing Septology has weighed heavily on its critics. 
Several were so spiritually moved by the novel that they 
were unable or reluctant to articulate the experience, 
except by invoking stunned analogies. “The act of 
meditation,” Ruth Margalit wrote in the New York Review 
of Books, is “the closest I can come to describing” 
reading Fosse. Wyatt Mason in Harper’s could “only 
gesture at” what was striking about the book, but “felt…
the urge, inexplicably, to pray”. “To describe what 
Septology is about,” is for Merve Emre, writing in 
Bookforum, “already to defile it. Perhaps it would be 
simpler to say that reading it is the closest I have come 
to feeling the presence of God here on Earth.”

As this reception suggests, Septology is a masterpiece 
whose power is puzzling. It is easy to make it sound 
maddeningly tedious even when trying to convey why it 
is so compelling. Running to more than 800 pages, the 
novel reads as a transcription of Asle’s consciousness 
over several days leading up to Christmas, as he goes 
about his circumscribed, hermetic life in his “good old 
house” in a tiny coastal village in western Norway, where 
he lives alone, having been widowed years before. There 
are few elements in Asle’s world, and little novelty or 
variety. He is never without his black velvet jacket and 
brown leather shoulder bag. The handful of other 
people he encounters tend to be mysterious doubles of 
each other, or to have near-identical names. Each of the 
novel’s seven parts begins with Asle studying a recent 
painting of his – “two long wide lines”, one purple, one 
brown, that cross in the middle – and ends in prayer. In 
between, he stares out his window at the sea, reminisces 
about his childhood, unpacks shopping, tries not to 
miss his late wife, Ales, contemplates God, remembers 
he has to feed the dog, fries bacon. His sole visitor – a 
kind of Beckettian companion – is his cranky long-
bearded neighbour, Åsleik, with whom he has the same 
conversations over and over. Asle’s only outings are to 

Jon Fosse and the 
art of tedium

The Norwegian author’s  
masterwork Septology finds a 

mysterious beauty in repetition 

By Lola Seaton

Mirror image: many of Jon Fosse's characters in Septology have doubles
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Bjørgvin, the nearest city, where he buys food, delivers 
his paintings to his gallerist, Beyer, and drops in on an 
alcoholic artist also named Asle. Asle I’s consciousness 
sometimes merges with that of Asle II, who spends most 
of the novel in hospital, after Asle I, a teetotal Catholic, 
discovers him lying in the snow. All of this is rendered in 
the present tense and without full stops. The novel’s one 
long, rolling sentence is shaped only by commas, the 
occasional question mark and line breaks to indicate 
dialogue, and propelled by filler words such as “yes”, “I 
think”, “I see”.

Asle’s narration is a blow-by-blow record of his every 
looping thought, action, mood, sensation, 
reminiscence, conversation. Here he is de-icing his car:

and now I need to scrape the windows, I think and I open 
the door to the back of the car… and take the scraper out 
and shut the door and then I start scraping the windows 
and both the front windshield and the back windshield 
have already warmed up a little so it’s pretty easy to 
scrape the ice off them, and then I scrape off the side 
windows as best I can and then I say to myself okay 
enough scraping and I put the scraper back in the back 
of the car

There is none of the usual economy of storytelling, 
where every detail serves some narrative purpose. 
James Wood observed of Fosse’s former student and 
fellow Norwegian Karl Ove Knausgård, another 
completist famed for his stamina for the prosaic, that he 
“seems not to be selecting or shaping anything, or even 
pausing to draw breath”. This seems even truer of Fosse, 
whose radically continuous style, what he calls “slow 
prose”, can sound as though the narrator is fastidiously 
transcribing his inner speech – Fosse has described 
writing as an “act of listening” – or like a child 
recounting a dream in great detail. (“I don’t think about 
the reader,” Fosse has written: “If I did that, I would end 
up feeling sorry for the reader.”)

The prose, moreover, feels artless and unremarkable. 
Generic adjectives such as “good” – as in “the good 
smell of the bacon” – and “nice” – as in the bacon is 
“nice and crispy” – abound, sometimes reinforced by 
equally bland adverbs: “unbelievably good”, “incredibly 
good”, “amazingly good”. The narration, a kind of 
interior monologue, is littered with the lively 
imperfections found in speech (and usually effaced in 
writing): backtracking, hedging and approximation.

Yet it is possible to exaggerate the mystery of 
Septology’s brilliance. Referring to Fosse’s sui 
generis style, Wyatt Mason claimed that he “has 
found a new approach to writing fiction”. But 

Septology contains many of the typical ingredients of a 
shapely novel. Asle may not lead an exhilarating 
existence, but he is not, as Mason terms him, a “static 
protagonist”. As is customary for main characters, he is 
undergoing a kind of crisis or transformation, however 
muted, and the days covered by the novel are unusual 
and eventful by his standards, even unprecedented: he 
does the several-hour round-trip to Bjørgvin twice in 
one day on a whim; he acquires a dog – adopted from 

the hospitalised Asle – having wanted one forever; most 
momentously, he loses the desire to paint.

Meanwhile, a submerged but conventional 
Bildungsroman unfolds in the form of Asle’s flashbacks to 
his youth. And Asle I’s seemingly aimless inner soliloquy 
is tautened by our uncertainty about the fate of the 
alcoholic Asle II, languishing with the shakes in hospital. 
Septology, a feast of naturalistic detail, also delivers the 
usual pleasures of recognition: the way Asle’s clothes 
feel cold when he gets dressed; the way a particular 
frying pan reminds him of Ales and brings tears to his 
eyes. Above all, the repetitiousness is nothing if not  
true to life.

Nonetheless, why is this novel’s dogged minimalism  
so powerful and vivid – not merely pleasantly hypnotic, 
but radiating a strange significance? Take the dog, 
Bragi. We are given scant information about him: not 
about the colour or texture of his fur, his build, breed, 
temperament. Why does he seem so alive? “The dog 
starts jumping up and down at my feet and he’s yapping 
and yapping… I bend down and pick up the dog and… I 
pet him and pet him and say good boy, good boy, Bragi, 
good boy Bragi.” Fosse animates Bragi not by describing 
him with intricacy, but by tracking his behaviour, as 
though in real time, in clauses that become mimetic. 
“Yapping” and “petting” signify ongoing actions; their 
repetition is redundant, but through it Fosse’s prose 
subtly shifts from describing the scene to reproducing 
it, from telling to showing. We may not be able to tell 
you what Bragi looks like but we watch him move. 

Fosse has drawn comparison with Beckett, Ibsen, 
Joyce and Thomas Bernhard, among others, but his use 
of repetition may owe something to Gertrude Stein. In 
Stein’s novel The Making of Americans, it’s as though she is 
coining a vernacular, which she teaches readers using 
incantatory repetition. Although Septology has none of 
the exuberant oddness of Stein’s prose, Fosse’s use of 
repetition is similarly hospitable. In his dark, snowy 
universe – a hamlet virtually untouched by the wider 
world – Asle always looks out of his window at his 
“landmark”, a “fixed spot” in the sea where “I take my 
bearings”. The novel is strewn with landmarks, not only 
physical places – The Clinic, The Alehouse – but 
recurring patches of prose. These become familiar 
coordinates by which the reader orientates themselves. 
The text not only evokes a world but itself constitutes 
one, generating its own Proustian moments: Asle’s 
ordering bacon at The Coffeehouse reminds you of his 
frying bacon 150 pages earlier, as though these scenes 
were part of your own memory. 

My favourite cue or model for reading in Septology is 
driving, when Asle falls into a “peaceful unthinking 
stupor” and just “listens”: “No thoughts bother me, no 
sorrows come over me,” “I get a kind of break or rest,” 
and, “Time just passes.” Fosse regards writing as a “gift”, 
“grace”: he lets his slow prose “write itself”. 

Asle, too, paints the purple and brown lines in his 
picture “slowly”; where the lines cross “the colours blend 
beautifully and drip”. Septology may not bring you closer 
to God, but you’ll want to keep dwelling in the tranquil 
shelter Fosse has built, gratefully stupefied by the 
fortuitous beauty of the commingling paint. 

Septology
Jon Fosse,
translated by
Damion Searls
Fitzcarraldo
Editions, 825pp, 
£16.99

The novel’s
one long
rolling
sentence
is shaped
only by
commas,
question
marks and
line breaks
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Books

Norman Mailer was not a good man. This 
much about the swaggering figure of 
20th-century American letters is hardly in 
dispute. The author of The Naked and the Dead 

stabbed his second wife nearly to death in 1960, 
regularly settled literary disputes with his fists, cheated 
on all six of his wives and once spoke positively of rape. 

In his new, unsparing biography of Mailer, Tough 
Guy, Richard Bradford has the task of persuading his 
readers of the obvious. Bradford’s themes are all 
advertised in his curt introduction, which lays out his 
case against Mailer: that he was a narcissist in life and 
art, that his political principles were a “shabbily 
customised version of his personality”, and that his 
literary production was chiefly devoted to excusing his 
“calculated licentiousness” and to shocking readers, to 
no higher purpose. 

Bradford tracks his quarry, starting with Mailer’s 
middle-class Jewish upbringing in the Crown Heights 
neighbourhood of Brooklyn. Mailer was the son of a 
doting mother and a father with a British imperial 
background who had emigrated from across the 
Atlantic, possibly out of shame from gambling debts.  
A bright engineering student at Harvard, he remade 
himself into an upstart writer after the fashion of 
Ernest Hemingway, bringing a highly calibrated 
irreverence to the university’s stuffy literary climate. 
Graduating into a world at war, Mailer’s time in the 
Pacific (mostly as an army cook) provided the basis for 
his ambitious first novel The Naked and the Dead – re-
released this January in a smart new edition from 
Library of America – which flits between officers and 
GIs fighting the Japanese on a small Pacific island.  

Mailer’s real misbehaviour begins with the literary 
stardom that arrived after his debut. His first night with 
Adele Morales, soon to become his second wife (he was 
then married to his first) was, Bradford reports, “the 
prelude to a prolonged bout of promiscuity”. Once 
married to Adele, Mailer was a hypocrite in fidelity: he 
wanted other women but reported feeling devastated 
when she slept with other men – even though he often 

Lessons from 
Norman Mailer
It is right to condemn the 

writer’s violent chauvinism – 
but a literature that has lost the 
power to challenge is worthless

By Nick Burns

Tough Guy:  
The Life of 
Norman Mailer  
Richard Bradford 
Bloomsbury, 
304pp, £20

encouraged her to do so. Greater and greater 
drunkenness, violence and delusions of grandeur 
culminated in his absurd run for New York City’s 
mayorship in 1960. It was at the very end of the launch 
party for his candidacy – to which Mailer had invited 
literary luminaries as well as “drunks and figures with 
criminal records” – that he stabbed Adele in the chest. 
She barely survived but would not press charges; Mailer 
escaped with a suspended sentence.  

More awfulness follows – Mailer headbutting Gore 
Vidal backstage before a TV appearance, and biting 
the ear of an actor on his vanity movie project, hardly 
pausing his relentless affairs to allow whoever he was 
married to at the time to give birth. 

Such was the man – but what of his art? Bradford 
finds the two to be intertwined. He does not seem to 
think that any of Mailer’s works deserve to be thought 
of as a “Great American Novel”, noting that the latter 
himself suggested, in an essay in the New York Review of 
Books, that America could never be encompassed in a 
single work. But Bradford argues Mailer’s life itself 
might merit this classification, for how “grotesque and 
addictive” it is to contemplate. If Bradford believes his 
subject’s life is the Great American Novel, then he must 
hold a low opinion of American literature. 

Bradford’s verdicts on Mailer’s works become 
predictable: all the characters in The Naked and the Dead 
“carry a trace of Norman Mailer” and its attempts at 
conveying the common sentiments of soldiers, in 
Thucydidean fashion, only convey “the particular 
impressions of Norman Mailer”. The novel The Deer 
Park (1955) “was about Norman Mailer”; his extended 
essay on the Iraq War, Why Are We at War? (2003), “is 
about Norman Mailer”. 

When one’s subject offers such a wide target, it is 
important to remain disciplined and not overshoot. 
Bradford’s criticism of The Naked and the Dead is 
excessive. It is true, as Bradford alleges, that the book’s 
focus on soldiers’ libidinal psychology is monotonous 
– and its literary devices are sometimes contrived. A 
“Time Machine” feature, in short chapters announced 
under this heading, involves flashbacks to characters’ 
childhoods and sexual initiations. 

But these flaws are compensated by the book’s 
careful investigation into the subtle, emotional aspects 
of power between men – for example, in its attention 
to the delicate interplay between a megalomaniacal yet 
effete general and his stubborn aide-de-camp. Written 
in the aftermath of a war that forced men from 
disparate regions and cultural backgrounds to interact 
with each other on a mass scale, levelling some 
differences and emphasising others, Mailer’s 
characters reflect more than just the author’s 
personality – they also testify to his close observation 
of the cultural and psychological manifestations of the 
American character.

Bradford’s book also reveals a cultural gap between 
biographer and subject: Bradford is a British academic; 
Mailer a hot-blooded American. This discrepancy 
demands certain sensitivities that are scarce in 
Bradford’s treatment. The narration at times verges 
into the tone of the scolding schoolmarm or the 
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middle-class prude, when speaking of Mailer as a 
“serial fornicator” or the “terrifying effects” of 
psychedelic drugs. Even the biography’s title, Tough 
Guy – taken from Mailer’s noir thriller Tough Guys Don’t 
Dance (1984) – smacks of a British cliché, disapproving 
of the more aggressive American variety of masculinity. 

Mailer’s violent, humiliating displays of machismo 
are not only, as Bradford convincingly alleges, his 
rebellion against a childhood spent as a “momma’s 
boy” – they are also symptoms of the American 
intellectual’s enduring lack of self-confidence. US 
society has long seen its thinkers as useless 
encumbrances or anti-social forces – the historian 
Richard Hofstadter demonstrated as much in his book 
Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (1963). Making a 
living through writing in such a society creates 
profound anxieties, which manifested, in Mailer’s case, 
in a crisis of masculine self-confidence that he failed to 
resolve by writing about sex, punching his rivals and 
bragging about his exploits. 

Bradford, seemingly from a position to Mailer’s 
right, takes him to task for his political 
incoherence and hypocrisy. An American 
through and through, with little interest and still 

less understanding of political theory or world politics, 
Mailer drifted towards Stalinism before lapsing into a 
quasi-Trotskyism. But how, Bradford is incredulous, did 
he manage to win applause from bien pensant liberal 
critics? How did he maintain a vaguely radical 
reputation through the 1960s, when it was obvious his 
valorisation of black American culture was premised on 
harmful racial stereotypes? 

It does boggle the mind to read through what the 
authorities, literary and civil, let Mailer get away with. 
But in other respects, Mailer’s version of debauchery 
can seem quaint in retrospect. Going to the trouble of 
marrying six times shows a commitment – however 
upside-down – to the institution of marriage that is 
rarely seen among modern-day rakes, who are more 
likely to pursue one-night stands through hook-up 
apps, living a far more atomised life while avoiding the 
tremendous alimony disbursements that plagued 
Mailer. (Call it sexual neoliberalism.) Meanwhile, 
Mailer’s oversexed machismo also reflects, as he 
himself admitted, a homophobia born from the kind of 
repression of homosexual impulses that has since 
become rare in Western society. 

It is strange that Bradford nowhere reckons with the 
dimming of Mailer’s star within the US liberal literary 
constellation. Overall, rather than intensification of 
the criticism he received from 1970s feminist writers 
such as Germaine Greer the tendency in recent years in 
liberal-left US circles has been more to ignore Mailer as 
another dead white male. 

If US society has turned against Mailer, so would 
Mailer be aghast at many facets of contemporary US 
society, not least that the word “hipster” – a term 
Mailer used to describe the kind of social outcast in 
whose rebellion he saw radical potential – is now most 
commonly used to describe middle-class snobs: 
bourgeois bohemians.  

Politics today offers a generous display of the 
shocking and the grotesque: it is obvious that Donald 
Trump has something of the Maileresque about him. 
But in terms of the power of literature itself to shock – 
a power that, pace Bradford, Mailer was capable of 
using well – our society has little to offer. American 
writers in particular now manifest their lurking 
anxieties in altogether different fashions: by 
pompously probing themselves and others, through 
stale autofiction and literary-world melodrama, in 
search of moral failings; and, through the proliferation 
of literary credentialling programmes, by becoming 
professionals. (That is to say: by emulating middle-
class American society.) 

A literature that has lost the power to challenge is a 
literature that has nothing to offer. Without 
countenancing Mailer’s excesses, it is important to 
recognise that becoming the hidebound society of his 
most exaggerated criticisms will accomplish little – 
besides, perhaps, supplying ammunition to the 
Norman Mailers of the future. 

Mailer would 
be aghast that 
“hipster” is 
now used to 
describe 
middle-class 
snobs and 
bourgeois 
bohemians

Pre-nuptial: Mailer with Norris Church, who would become his sixth wife, in 1976
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“Any sort of tripe gets praise from a reviewer 
and you can never know if your work is 
positively good until you’ve been dead  
a century or so,” advised Agnes Mure 

Mackenzie in a letter to Nan Shepherd in 1926. Shepherd 
considered the two of them to be “comrades” in life and 
in publishing. Mackenzie’s jaded advice came from one 
published author to another on the cusp of success – 
Shepherd’s debut novel The Quarry Wood would be 
released with her friend’s ushering in 1928. 

Neither could have realised Mackenzie’s prescience: 
it would take three decades after Shepherd’s death, in 
1981, for her to be elevated out of obscurity. The writer 
receives far more attention now than she ever did when 
she was alive. Shepherd’s work inspires theatre festivals; 
Robert Macfarlane has made BBC radio documentaries 
in her honour, Kathleen Jamie and Ali Smith are among 
the authors who admire her. Her portrait – an open, 
determined face between Boudicca-like braids – has 
adorned the Scottish £5 note since 2016. Beneath it lie 
her words: “It’s a grand thing to get leave to live.” 

These days, Shepherd’s best-known work is The 
Living Mountain, a slim meditation on years spent 
walking in the Cairngorms, which has been recorded 
for audiobook by Tilda Swinton and shifted 175,000 
copies since 2011 alone. But the manuscript spent  
30 years lingering in a drawer before it was finally 
published, four years before Shepherd died, aged 88. 
Had it not been, the contemporary fascination with 
nature writing may never have unfolded.

The Shepherd tucked into people’s wallets is 
something of an illusion: the adolescent Nan had 
fashioned her headband from a piece of film and a 
brooch while “fooling around at the photographers”.  

Nan Shepherd’s  
high places

Snubbed by its first readers, her 
visionary account of walking 

Scotland’s mountains went on 
to shape modern nature writing  

By Alice Vincent

Critic at Large
In many of the archival photos included in Charlotte 
Peacock’s biography Into the Mountain, she is smiling 
broadly, towering over her friends and family. But she 
hardly cut her auburn hair, preferring to wind it around 
her ears, and never gave up her long skirts for trousers, 
even when hill-walking. Those who knew Shepherd 
described her as almost metaphysical: “There was 
something otherworldly about her,” Erlend Clouston, 
Shepherd’s literary executor whom she treated like  
a grandson, told Radio 4’s Open Country in 2017.  
Her friend, the hill-walker Jean Roger, was “aware  
that [Shepherd] lived almost on another plane”.

Shepherd was unconventional. She slept in the same 
bedroom, in the same house in Cults, now a suburb of 
Aberdeen, her entire life. She was not one for central 
heating or lighting fires and she never married, staying 
at home to nurse her parents. Her writing pushed at 
literary boundaries and embodied a quietly fierce 
feminism. Shepherd’s novels – after The Quarry Wood 
came The Weatherhouse and, finally, A Pass in the 
Grampians, all published within five years – used Scots 
language, or Doric, in dialogue and challenged the  
more popular romanticised castles-and-kilts portrayal 
of the country on the page. One critic declared 
Shepherd “a novelist to put alongside… Virginia Woolf”. 
“She was a pioneer in matters both of form and 
content,” says the novelist Smith. “All her fiction’s full of 
powerful social appraisal, gender analysis and subjects 
close to taboo, way ahead of her contemporaries.” 

And yet among Scottish Renaissance writers – 
considered Scotland’s answer to modernism – Shepherd 
was usually outshone. While she went on to edit the 
Aberdeen University Review, she never gave up her day job, 
as a lecturer at the city’s College of Education, to write. 
Lewis Grassic Gibbon found fame following Shepherd’s 
style with Sunset Song (1932), but his criticism of her work 
ranged from snubbing to the downright vicious. 
Shepherd’s novels and poetry were out of print by the 
late Sixties. Her final interview, given to the Aberdeen 
Evening Express in 1976, was headlined: “Writer of genius 
gave up”.

Shepherd was far keener to encourage other writers 
than shout about her own work. “She was modest  
and self-effacing about her talent,” says Smith, “and 
simultaneously an important creative and generous 
force at the core of the Scottish literary renaissance.” 
The morning after The Quarry Wood was published, 
Shepherd silenced her students’ rapturous applause 
and continued with her lectures as if it were any other 
day. Even when The Living Mountain was published 
Shepherd barely mentioned it: Clouston only became 
aware of the work when he was asked to review it. “She 
never urged us to read any of her books,” he said. “She 
just waited for us to discover them.” 

Nan Shepherd was 30 when she started 
walking in the Cairngorms, the brutally 
remote mountains that loomed over her 
horizon from childhood, and she did so 

largely alone. In the turbulent interwar years the hills 
offered an escape  – from war, from politics, from 
people. When she was 41, she finally waded into the 
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startlingly clear waters of Loch Avon, one of the 
range’s most inaccessible landmarks. It was there,  
she would later write in The Living Mountain, that “the 
mind stopped”: she realised that by going into the 
mountain, she was also gaining a greater 
understanding of herself. 

Shepherd submitted The Living Mountain for 
publication twice. First, upon its completion in 1945 to 
Batsford Books, which rejected it, and the 30,000-word 
manuscript was slid into the drawer of a table in 
Shepherd’s hallway. Later, in 1977, she tried again at the 
insistence of a neighbour, Harold Watt, who happened 
to be the managing director of Aberdeen University 
Press and who published it later that year.  

It wasn’t that Shepherd changed in the intervening 
decades; rather the societal landscape did. The Zen 
Buddhist teaching that she held close had grown more 
mainstream by the 1970s, as had spiritual-leaning 
travelogues such as Bruce Chatwin’s In Patagonia and 
The Snow Leopard by Peter Matthiessen. The notion of 
achieving a transcendental state, whether by drugs, 
meditation or hill-walking, was far more acceptable 
four decades after Shepherd had entered her own in 
Loch Avon. 

Still, The Living Mountain was slow to wake up the 
publishing world: now first editions from 1977 are 
impossibly rare; second editions go for £75. Canongate 
published it alongside her three novels as The Grampian 
Quartet in 1996. Twelve years later, they were inundated 
after Macfarlane wrote about Shepherd’s “aimless, 
sensual exploration of the Cairngorms” in the 
Guardian. Since 2019 the publisher has run The  
Nan Shepherd Prize, which offers a £10,000 book  
deal to under-represented voices in nature writing.

The Living Mountain is now well-read enough to have 
its own discourse. Macfarlane may have been the writer 
who pushed Shepherd’s work into recognition, but his 
suggestion that Shepherd’s response to the Cairngorms 
was compensating for an absence of sexuality in her 
personal life rankles some feminist readers. As Peacock 
states in her biography, Shepherd kept her private life 
out of her prolific letter-writing. “We know very little 
about how much sex Shepherd had and how she 
thought or felt about that,” wrote the author Samantha 
Walton in a recent Twitter thread, in response to female 
writers who have made similar assumptions about 
Shepherd’s inspiration: “I can’t think of anything more 
reductive, offensive, heterosexist and breathtakingly 
stupid than to suggest [she] writes sensually about 
nature because she was unsatisfied and horny.”

It’s notable that while the millennial resurgence in 
nature writing has reimagined all manner of landscapes, 
Shepherd’s depiction of the Cairngorms remains 
unchallenged. She set out into the mountain in 1922.  
A century on, we’re still seeking to escape the horrors of 
war, politics and pandemics by taking on the outside 
world and hoping we’ll know our human bodies better 
in the process. But perhaps it’s not surprising The Living 
Mountain feels so modern – it takes time to catch up with 
revolutionary writing. As Shepherd wrote to a friend 
upon its publication: “Thirty years in the life of a 
mountain is nothing – the flicker of an eyelid.” 

Museum Notes 
By Pippa Bailey

“Je tiens l’affaire, vois!” Jean-François 
Champollion cried in 1822 when he cracked the 
ancient Egyptian script hieroglyphs, before 
collapsing from exertion. “Look, I’ve got it!”

The story of how the French scholar arrived at this 
seminal moment in Egyptology is told in Hieroglyphs, 
which is at the British Museum until 19 February. For 
centuries, much of life in the land of the pharaohs was  
a mystery; the colourful birds and grains of corn that 
were daubed on papyrus or carved in slabs of stone 
were beautiful but unreadable. Deciphering this ancient 
language revealed much about how the Egyptians lived 
and died: their religion, food, trade, units of 
measurement and time, even make-up. The second part 
of the exhibition is given over to these discoveries, which 
were enabled by philologists such as Champollion and 
Thomas Young, the Frenchman’s British rival, whose 
contributions to the field have often been overlooked.

The unearthing of the Rosetta Stone in 1799 proved 
the key. Its inscription was copied in three languages: 
ancient Greek, Demotic (a later ancient Egyptian 
language) and hieroglyphs. Cartouches were known to 
enclose proper names, and by focusing on those of the 
Rosetta Stone, the Philae obelisk and Abu Simbel, 
Champollion identified hieroglyphs relating to sounds 
in the names Ptolemy, Cleopatra, Thutmose and 
Ramesses, which were already known from sources  
such as the Bible. There was disagreement about 
whether hieroglyphs were pictographic, ideographic  
or phonetic; it turned out to be a mix. Some hieroglyphs 
represent single letters (such as the vulture for “a”), 
others syllabic sounds (the sun disc for “ra”), and others 
entire words (the ankh for “eternal life”). 

Hieroglyphs translates this dense and difficult  
task into an illuminating, immersive exhibition. Just 
remember to lift your eyes from the labels to study  
the artefacts themselves – which are extraordinary 
whether or not you can read them. 

“Look, I’ve 
got it!” cried 
Jean-François 
Champollion, 
before 
collapsing 
from exertion

Read the signs: hieroglyphs can denote letters, syllabic sounds and words

2023+04 048 Alice Vincent on Nan Shepherd.indd   512023+04 048 Alice Vincent on Nan Shepherd.indd   51 17/01/2023   12:53:5717/01/2023   12:53:57



52 The New Statesman  |  20-26 January 2023

Bourgeois towards a career in art and Desenfans 
procured for his protégé a place in the studio of another 
French incomer, Philip James de Loutherbourg, whose 
dramatic paintings were drawing attention. Although 
Desenfans became a picture dealer when he married an 
heiress, his links with some of the most prominent 
painters of the age was not just professional: both he 
and De Loutherbourg were Freemasons, as were other 
figures who would go on to play a role in Bourgeois’s 
career, such as Joshua Reynolds and John Soane.

In 1776 Bourgeois decided to expand his knowledge 
of art by making a tour of some of the prime 
collections in Europe. His itinerary took him to Poland, 
where he met the prince and cleric Michal Jerzy 
Poniatowski, brother of King Stanislaw II – another 
acquaintance who was to prove influential.

On his return to England, Bourgeois combined 
working with Desenfans as a dealer with his own 
artistic career, and indeed sometimes combining the 
two when he restored or titivated Desenfans’s pictures. 
As an independent artist he painted in a variety of 
genres, from portraits and historical pictures to 
biblical and Shakespearean scenes, but began to 
specialise in landscapes. These, in the manner of the 
Dutch golden age painter Aelbert Cuyp, often feature 
cattle and they brought him some success. 

In 1787 he was elected an associate member of the 
Royal Academy (RA) – aided by Desenfans talking him 
up in the press and giving dinners to academicians 
– and in 1793 he became a full academician, where he 
joined two other painters of Swiss heritage, Henri 
Fuseli and Angelica Kauffman. As an RA member, he 
exhibited regularly and was competent enough for 
Reynolds, who owned an important collection of Old 
Masters, to buy one of his landscapes for £100.

The poet Leigh Hunt described Bourgeois as “a lively, 
good natural man with a pleasing countenance”, assets 
that helped him both as a painter and a picture dealer. 
Nevertheless, he was one of a group of academicians 
who fell out with the president of the RA Benjamin West 
and sought to establish a parallel club for painters. The 
ill-will would eventually result in West suspending 
Bourgeois from his position on the Academy’s council 
and it took the intercession of George III, in his role as 
patron of the RA, to enforce a return to amity.

Through it all, Bourgeois continued to produce his 
landscapes. This work, Coastal Landscape with a Ferry 
Boat, of 1796, and now in the Yale Center for British Art, 
is typical of his pleasant if unremarkable pictures. It is a 
painting that apes the Dutch style but lacks finesse – the 
clouds are roughly handled, the meeting of sea and 
beach is indeterminate, there is no modulation in the 
dunes. There is also a lopsidedness to the composition: 
all the human elements are heading to the right hand 
side of the painting, suggesting that the real point of 
focus lies elsewhere. The subject, if it really has one, is 
the central cloud rather than the boat being rowed off 
the canvas. It is a studio work, composed of separate 
elements, rather than a scene observed.

In 1891 a Victorian critic said of Bourgeois that  
once the viewer had extracted the influence of De 
Loutherbourg (who did dramatic skies and waves much 

The career of Francis Bourgeois was an object 
lesson in finessing a minor talent into a 
position of substance. He was a painter of 
limited skills, a deficiency pointed out by 

some contemporaries as well as by later connoisseurs. 
His status was summed up neatly in a dictionary of 
English artists compiled by Samuel Redgrave and 
published in 1878. Bourgeois’s works, read the no-
nonsense entry, may have “a strong feeling for art” but 
are nevertheless “crude and sketchy, his drawing of 
figures and animals weak, and his attitudes extravagant 
and mannered: but he had an influence on the art of 
his day, which his works would not now earn him”.

However, Bourgeois (1753-1811) still has an influence 
on the art of today, although not thanks to his paintings 
– he is now almost forgotten as an artist. It was his 
collection of more than 350 works – including pictures 
by Rembrandt, Veronese, Poussin and Van Dyck – that 
was responsible for the Dulwich Picture Gallery, in south 
London, the first purpose-built public art gallery in 
England, which opened in 1817.

This national benefactor was in fact half Swiss, his 
father Isaac was an émigré watchmaker from near 
Berne. According to his own memoir, Bourgeois was 
intended for the army, not least because a friend of his 
father promised him a commission in the Light 
Dragoons. Consequently, the young Bourgeois spent 
much time around soldiers – a familiarity he would 
later put to use in pictures of cavalry skirmishes.

Things changed with the early death of his mother 
and his father’s decision to return to Switzerland. At 
some point in the 1770s Bourgeois was passed into the 
care of a recently arrived French language teacher 
named Noël Desenfans. It was his influence that turned 

Art

Coastal  
Landscape with  
a Ferry Boat 
Francis 
Bourgeois, 1796

A dealer’s bid  
for immortality

Francis Bourgeois’s own talent 
was modest, but he amassed 

enough Old Masters to create 
Britain’s first public gallery 

By Michael Prodger
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better) “it leaves us with but a poor residuum 
wherewithal to furbish forth an eulogium of that of 
Bourgeois”. He was perhaps too stern – the residuum 
here is effective enough even if somewhat aimless.

If the picture is a symbol of Bourgeois’s competency 
it was his gift for friendship that brought him 
distinction. In 1791 Michal Poniatowski visited 
London and commissioned Bourgeois to paint a 

portrait of King Stanislaw Augustus, for which the 
painter was then awarded the Polish Order of Merit, 
allowing him to style himself a knight, an honour 
confirmed by George III – who would also appoint him 
his official landscape painter (Reynolds was his official 
portraitist). It was as Sir Francis that he and Desenfans 
were also tasked by Poniatowski with compiling a 
collection of paintings for his brother the king.

This they did, touring Europe and also picking many 
works from penurious émigrés escaping from the French 
Revolution. The collection never made it to Poland, 
however. In 1795 Catherine the Great’s forces occupied 
the country and partitioned it, with the king abdicating 
and dying in exile in St Petersburg in 1798. Desenfans 
and Bourgeois were left with 180 paintings for which, 
they claimed, they had paid £9,000 (though the king 
had likely provided most of the funds up front, if indeed 
the whole idea of a royal collection was real at all rather 

than a marketing ploy). Attempts to sell the collection to 
Catherine’s grandson, Alexander I, failed and lobbying 
the British government to buy it as the basis for a 
national collection came to nothing either. An 
exhibition of the works in 1802 fared no better.

Despite this, Bourgeois continued to accumulate 
further paintings. As an exasperated Desenfans 
moaned to the gossipy arts diarist Joseph Farington: 
“He has been buying up whatever he saw, to put where? 
In my attic!” It was not a problem he had to put up with 
for long. Desenfans died in 1807 and left all his pictures 
to Bourgeois who, with the aid of Desenfans’s widow, 
was faithful in his support of his mentor’s aims.

In 1810 Bourgeois had a fall from his horse. His leg 
turned gangrenous but he refused to have it amputated 
and dismissed his doctor. In the months before his 
death, however, he decided on Dulwich College as the 
destination for the pictures and arranged a £10,000 
endowment for their upkeep and gave a further £2,000 
towards a new gallery to be designed by his friend John 
Soane. When he died the following year, the bequest 
contained his own bid for immortality: nine of his own 
paintings were included among the Old Masters and he 
was buried, alongside Desenfans and his wife, in a 
mausoleum at the heart of the gallery. His own 
landscapes may no longer be on display but he became 
an exhibit in the greatest creation of his career. 

Desenfans 
complained: 
“He has been 
buying up 
whatever  
he saw, to  
put where?  
In my attic!”
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Damien Chazelle’s films – Whiplash (2014), La La 
Land (2016), First Man (2018) and now Babylon 
– have a common theme: ambition. They’re 
all about following your dreams no matter 

the cost, whether that’s in the form of jazz drumming, 
sweet Hollywood stardom, or lunar exploration.

Babylon – which clocks in at three hours and nine 
minutes, down from a reported first cut of more than 
four hours – returns to Hollywood but this time just at 
the point where silent films are being replaced by 
talkies. Chazelle’s avowed aim is to explore “the dark 
underbelly of the story in Singin’ in the Rain”, a film 
referenced and remade throughout, along with many 
others. For a director skilled at mounting set-pieces, 
Chazelle is extraordinarily duff at managing structure 
on a larger scale: perhaps those talents don’t sit well 
together. Babylon has spectacular scenes yet is 
hopelessly unwieldy as a whole.

As it opens, in 1926, dishy Mexican hired hand 
Manny Torres (Diego Calva of Narcos: Mexico) is  
trying to wrestle an elephant into the mansion of a 
Hollywood mogul for a decadent party. That party, 
lasciviously filmed in the Baz Luhrmann style, takes up 
the next 30 minutes, before we even reach the title 
credits. There’s frenzied dancing, nudity, open 
copulating on the dancefloor, a dwarf pogoing on  
a giant phallus – the usual. A starlet urinates on a 
mountainously fat naked man (Fatty Arbuckle, but 

The dark side  
of Hollywood

Damien Chazelle’s Babylon  
is full of spectacular  

set-pieces – but collapses  
under their weight 

By David Sexton

Film

Bacchanal: the first 30 minutes of Babylon depict a wild party at the mansion of a Hollywood mogul
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IT
V

these identifications are loose) and then dies  
of an overdose, her body smuggled out as the 
elephant rampages.

Our main characters are introduced here. Jack 
Conrad (Brad Pitt, about perfect) is the star of the day, 
much married, hopelessly alcoholic but still irresistibly 
charismatic in silent movies. Given to pontificating on 
modernism and high art, he’s nonetheless unable to 
adapt to the change that’s coming. He’s a bit John 
Gilbert, a bit Douglas Fairbanks, a touch Valentino.

Manny, although at this point only a promising 
servant, is smitten by a sexy gatecrasher, Nellie LaRoy 
(an all-out Margot Robbie in modern undress) and 
helps her get into the party, where they do coke and 
discuss their ambitions. “You don’t become a star, you 
either are one or you ain’t. I am!” announces Nellie,  
a bit of a Clara Bow. Her cavorting and crowd-surfing 
attracts all eyes and she’s chosen to replace the dead 
starlet on set the next day, an opportunity she seizes. 
Manny is hired as an assistant by Conrad and set on  
a path to becoming a studio executive. Throughout he 
stands motionless, gazing wide-eyed at all he beholds, 
our stand-in as an audience.

These three are the movie’s main focus, in so far as 
it is focused, but are supplemented by more diverse 
figures. Black jazz trumpeter Sidney Palmer (Jovan 
Adepo) is taken up by Hollywood too, in the brief 
flourishing of music shorts in the early Thirties. Lady 
Fay Zhu (Li Jun Li) is a Chinese-American lesbian 
cabaret singer (she is Anna May Wong-esque) who 
sings an ode to “my girl’s pussy” in a top hat. But these 
characters are sidelined by the film as it progresses.

The film is not just episodic; it’s a series of 
crescendos and restarts, all cut and cross-cut to the 
drumbeats of Justin Hurwitz’s relentless soundtrack. 
Set-piece highlights include a vast panorama of 
numerous silent films being made side by side in 
chaotic conditions, and a tortured attempt at making a 
talkie which goes wrong for take after take. In the first, 
an extra dies, in the second, the recordist perishes 
– one of the takeaways from Babylon being that the 
great machine of Hollywood not only chews people up 
and spits them out but carelessly kills them too. The 
film ends in outright gangsterism, Tobey Maguire 
playing a red-eyed psycho who takes Manny to a gothic 
sex dungeon (more dwarfs) where his career ends.

But if this is a dark underbelly, Babylon blithely 
ignores the fact that coercion and rape were rife in this 
world, an extraordinary omission. For that matter, 
there’s no hint that gay men might have had a part to 
play in early Hollywood either. But then, despite the 
writhing nudity, the movie is never actually interested in 
sex, Chazelle always having been turned on exclusively 
by the drive to stardom. And furious drumming.

Amazingly, Chazelle tries to give the film a  
climax with a closing montage of the entire history  
of the movies, like an Oscars reel for cinema itself,  
as though Babylon might just be its culminating act. 
You can’t say it’s not ambitious. You can say, though, 
it’s a dog’s dinner. 

“Babylon” is in cinemas now

Life after 
maternity leave 

By Rachel Cooke

Television

Maternal 
ITV, 16 January, 
9pm; available on 
catch-up People (I may mean men) will say that ITV’s new 

hospital drama is soapy, and it’s true that in the 
first episode, a doctor attempts to have sex 
with her colleague in a stockroom, paper 

towels and boxes of latex gloves flying. The same 
people may also think, with some justification,  
that it is clichéd: snooty male professors have been a 
staple of on-screen hospitals ever since Doctor in the 
House, that great hit of the 1950s. But don’t be taken  
in. Beneath its suds lies something a bit more edgy.  
In essence, Jacqui Honess-Martin’s series demands to 
know just what it might take for a woman to make  
it as a doctor, particularly if she has decided to  
have children.

Though it’s called Maternal, it has nothing to do 
with midwives, and nor is it set in a labour ward. But  
it is about three mothers, newly returned to their 
hospital jobs after maternity leave: Maryam 
(Parminder Nagra) is a paediatrician, Catherine (Lara 
Pulver) is a general and trauma surgeon, and Helen 
(Lisa McGrillis) is a registrar in acute medicine. 

Unfortunately, their new babies aren’t the only 

Encouraging observations: Maternal is an edgy, female-led hospital drama 
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impediment to their sleep and their sanity. Maryam’s 
husband would rather she’d look after her wobbly 
mental health at home; Helen’s, a consultant in the 
same hospital, is furious about their non-existent sex 
life and has had a fling with his 24-year-old house 
officer. Catherine is a single parent with the  
boomer mother from hell. Babysitting? She can 
whistle for it. Doesn’t she know that Anne (Haydn 
Gwynne) has Pilates and Nordic walking to do?  
“I wasn’t interested in your father’s god complex,  
and I’m not interested in yours either,” she says crisply, 
when Catherine tells her she performed a 
thoracotomy on her first day back.  

It seems unlikely that a surgeon would patrol the 
corridors in such high heels. But I like Catherine’s 
self-sufficiency: she is far more organised than 
Maryam and Helen – mostly, but not entirely, because 
she has to be. Having a baby has changed her the 
least. Her ambition isn’t just intact; it’s flashing like  
a Belisha beacon. “Someone has been stabbed!” she 
yelps, thrilled by the message on her pager that will 
enable her to escape a dreary woman with stomach 
ache in A&E. While Maryam and Helen are 
permanently knackered, she’s always casting frisky 
looks in the direction of her ex, Jack (Raza Jaffrey). 
Her hair is immaculate. Her cheekbones are as sharp 
as her elbows. Dinner is a glass of red and a bowl of 
muesli. Yes, I really do like her. 

But the others are just as fierce in their way: 
Maryam punching a towel dispenser in delight after 
she succeeds in getting a struggling newborn to 
breathe (she hits it so hard, it falls off the wall);  
Helen besting her husband (played by Oliver Chris,  
always a pleasure) as he trains junior doctors  
(though it’s hard to believe a couple would work  
so closely together, it sure does make the plot go  
with a swing). 

Backstage crying and crises of confidence are 
mostly kept to a minimum, a decision I take as 
encouraging evidence that TV drama is at last 
beginning to move on. When you binge on this  
series – once the first episode has aired, it will all  
be available on ITVX – do remember that not so  
long ago almost every working woman on screen  
who was even vaguely successful was either a secret  
wreck (lonely, alcoholic) or a man-in-training (cold, 
ruthless, swaggering). 

It’s a shame that Anne is so unsympathetic. I weary 
of the combination of ageism and internalised sexism 
that makes older women forever the enemies of the 
young; this is so far from my own experience. But  
I had to laugh when Catherine apologised to her 
mother for having interrupted her ceramics class  
(the babysitter had called her, having found her 
number on the fridge). “My pot is unglazed,” Anne 
said, in a fury, making for the door. 

It may be that Honess-Martin is asking another 
perfectly valid question here. Why, after all, should 
clever, energetic older women want to be full-time 
grannies any more than their clever, energetic 
daughters want to be full-time mothers? Solidarity  
is complicated: as tricky as surgery, in its way. 

Why nobody could 
play like Jeff Beck

By Kate Mossman

Music

When I met the guitarist Jeff Beck in 2016, he 
told me, “I need to rethink the stage gear” 
– but he never did. With his feather haircut 
and calf-high boxing boots, he aped  

the archetypal rock god (he was the inspiration for  
Nigel Tufnel in This Is Spinal Tap) but in his approach to 
music he was as obsessive as a classical soloist, and far 
more creative. He could not listen to other guitarists, he  
said. His shtick was to pretend he was intimidated by 
Eric Clapton or Jimmy Page (he wasn’t) and fall to his 
knees if they walked on his stage.

Beck died on 10 January aged 78. He was able to do 
things that no one else could do – which is why it’s so 
hard to explain exactly why he was the best guitarist in 
the world. He was virtuosic, but mainly he was tender 
– the result of a private and fanatical connection with 
his instrument. He’d touch a bottleneck down the frets 
in a series of little sonic explosions; he’d play a solo with 
his tremolo bar, appearing to pick notes out of an 
invisible scale in mid-air; he’d do exceptionally loud 
metal riffs, then fly off into polyphonous jazz solos. The 
music was driven by emotion. His most moving tracks 
are instrumental ballads such as 1989’s “Where Were 
You”, with its theremin-like guitar part, and his cover of  
Stevie Wonder’s “Cause We’ve Ended as Lovers”.

Wonder wrote “Superstition” for Beck to play but 
decided to keep it for himself. Beck turned down many 
lucrative offers in the first half of his life: in the mid-1970s 
he was flown to Rotterdam to discuss the possibility of 
joining the Rolling Stones. “I’d been there two days and  
I hadn’t seen a Stone,” he told me, “and I thought, ‘Right, 
I’m witnessing what it’s like to be a Stone – not playing, 
and having single malt whiskies.’” He moved into jazz 
rock instead. Like other guitar heroes of his era he was 
able to occupy the space of both technician and icon, 
but today the culture no longer elevates instrumentalists 
to celebrity status. It is too obvious to say we will not see 
his like again – but it’s fair to say that if there are others 
out there who can do what Beck did, they are likely to 
remain in the shadows. 

He was 
virtuosic but 
mainly tender, 
with a private  
and fanatical  
connection 
with his  
instrument
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Until a couple of years ago pretty 
much all my friends were white.  
It wasn’t intentional. I grew up in 
a fairly white town (Colchester), 

went to a fairly white university (Oxford) 
and journalism in London is hardly the 
most multicultural industry. It has become 
a joke among my friendship group that  
I’m the token friend, useful for defending 
against accusations of bigotry: “I, uh,  
can’t be racist because I actually have a  
Sri Lankan friend called Pravina.”

But recently I have come to meet more 
people of colour. During Covid I made 
friends over Instagram with a girl who is half 
St Lucian and spent her teenage years in 
Somerset. We bonded over the experience 
of growing up at odds with the beauty ideal 
of blonde hair and blue eyes, and our 
confusion over things inverting in our 
twenties, when we could be fetishised as 
women of colour, especially on dating apps. 
Then, earlier this year, I lived with  
a Pakistani woman. White friends often 
have no idea why I might not talk as freely 
with my parents about my love life as they 
do, or, worse, they presume my relatives 
would bludgeon me into a forced marriage. 
My flatmate, though, had tread those lines 

She is the sort of person who holds her 
ground when challenged, but feels no 
compulsion to throw her weight around 
unnecessarily. She is quietly subversive – it 
took me a year to find out she plays in a 
punk band and flirts with psychedelics. She 
has shown me that rebelling against 
people’s expectations is better done 
through actions rather than words.

Finally relating to so many people in my 
late twenties has loosened a knot I didn’t 
know had been in my chest since 
childhood. I wonder if it has happened 
now because there is increased openness 
among people of colour. Growing up, we 
were trying to feign "whiteness", hiding our 
shared history so we wouldn’t get lumped 
together – at primary school the other  
kids assumed me and my sister were 
related to any pupils who were black.  
If there was an appreciation of our 
heritage, it had about as much depth as 
The Kumars at No 42. One friend’s parents 
used, adorably, to cook curry for me when 
I visited for tea, as if I might have an 
anaphylactic response to fish and chips.

I recently travelled to India – departing 
with my suitcase half empty – and 
returned with my summer wardrobe for 
the next few years: violet nightdresses 

stitched with the same trim used for saris, 
paisley and floral jumpsuits, and 
bejewelled crop tops. It made me realise 
my most treasured clothes are not 
boutique items I’ve bought in the January 
sales, but £8 outfits I’ve found on stalls in 
Asia and South America.

Somehow, a one-size-fits-all piece that I 
have plucked off a hanger – and bartered 
for with a shopkeeper – fits me better  
than something I go Goldilocks about in 
Zara, trying three sizes until I find the one 
that’s just right. There is something to be 
said for straps and strings and stretchy 
elasticated waistbands.

Perhaps I just enjoy the memories 
attached to such clothes – anyone who did 
a gap year in south-east Asia has a 
fondness for their elephant-patterned 
harem pants: “Oh these old things? I got 
them when I lost my backpack in Laos – 
funny story that…” But on the UK’s dreary 
high streets it’s hard to find such riotous 
colours or wild prints. For me, these are 
what evokes joy when it comes to  
clothes. And when you do track them 
down in a shop like Monsoon, it’s not  
quite the same. As my mother says, “Why 
should I buy a pattern that my mother 
country did originally, and pay ten times 
the price for it?” 

with the same delicacy, revealing 
information about her boyfriends 
selectively, at carefully chosen moments.

Perhaps I had struggled to make friends 
with fellow second-generation British 
Asians because I felt many I encountered 
were in one of two gears, neither of which 
appealed to me. The default setting is 
unquestioningly to accept the norms 
helpfully laid out by our community: to 
enter a stable job, get married to the first 
person we date and so on. But in trying to 
escape such cultural constraints – and 
stereotyping from our white peers – there 
is a temptation to go fully into reverse: to 
go around proclaiming how much we 
drank last night, and how we “actually only 
date white people”.

Then last year I became close to a 
friend of a friend who is of Saudi descent. 

Off the Record

Pravina Rudra

Why has it taken me so long to form 
friendships with other women of colour?

At primary school, the 
other kids assumed  
I was related to any 
pupils who were black
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Across
1  Questionable motives of a 

chicken? (5,8)
9  Tell niece about regular 

customers (9)
10 Delicacy from his US cook (5)
11  Should mean the end of the 

drought (5)
12/1 3 The PM is a terrible  

sailor (8)
15  Revolutionary cart covered 

by elegant umbrella (7)
17 Five calls a day from here (7)
18 Charge for new test run (7)
20  Introduction of policy 

agreements suits everyone (7)
21  Work with the City petrol 

association (4)
22  Chamber instrument, almost 

(4)
23  Behold large tome finally 

unbound (5)
26  Wind, awfully wet, sheltering 

at home (5)
27  Hear about gym that’s open 

to change (9)
28  Revolutionary measure which 

never reached the report 
stage (9,4)

Answers to crossword 612 of 13 January 2023
Across 4) Asp 8) Lime kiln 9) Invent 10) A B C 11) Enlarger 12) Kernel 13) Jack-in-the-pulpit  
15) Etonian 18) Show-off 22) Castor and Pollux 25) Square 26) Bless you 27) Pal 28) Circle  
29) Exegesis 30) Red Down 1) Zinnia 2) Remark 3) Virginia creeper 4) Anarchy 5) Pick up the 
pieces 6) Overflow 7) Unbelief 13) Joe 14) Coo 16) Tranquil 17) Nuthatch 19) Owl 20) Fax  
21) Enabled 23) Lisped 24) Utopia

Please email comments@newstatesman.co.uk if you would like to be featured

Answers to crossword 62 of  
13 January 2023
Across 1)Anti 5) Papa 9) Corn  
10) Ajax 11) Rout 12) Pane 13) Insole 
15) Desperate 19) Goblin 20) 
Mode 23) Apes 24) Aria 25) Chou 
26) Deer 27) Kane Down 1)Acrid  
2) No one 3) Truss 4) In top gear  
5) Paperback 6) Aja 7) Pan 8) Axe 
14) Leo 16) Alpha 17) Tie on  
18) Ensue 20) Mad 21) Ore 22) Die

This week’s solutions will be 
published in the next issue

Across
1 With 14A, abstemious period
4 Stag do participant
7 The ___ of Tammy Faye
9 Pasta sauce
10 Small salamander
11 Big personalities
12 RP or Estuary
14 See 1A
16 Killed in battle
17 “Aha, OK” 
18 Rubbish
22 Cunning
23 EU 36 or UK 8
24 Actress ___ de Armas
25 Slipshod

Down
1  Brambling, of Gordon 

Highlanders’ fame (4,2,3,5)
2  There’s money outstanding 

round annexe (5)
3  Where to renew our stamina? 

(10)
4  Turn silent about useful 

gadget (7)
5  High-quality umpire’s bad 

mark (7)
6  Band of commandos close to 

Slough (4)
7  Second donkey wandering 

afar to small tree (9)
8  Music to take your mind off 

things (14)
14  Gatecrasher – bounder 

supporting Bury (10)
16  Speak during Dynasty, 

speaking indistinctly (9)
19  Music from the sphere and 

nothing more (7)
20  Quiet and unusually docile 

under control (7)
24  Gold garland turned up on 

window (5)
25  College official – idle, vain, 

regularly absent (4)

Down
1 Lair
2 Whiskey variety
3 Wood in Voldemort’s wand
4 Birra Moretti, eg 
5 ___ aunt
6 Lightly powder
8 Explorer Henry Morton
9 Abjures
13 Snooker stick
14 Golden Fleece seeker
15 Model ___ Chung
16 World Cup grp. 
19 Grease
20 “SOS” and “CTRL” artist
21 Witch’s spell

The NS Cryptic Crossword 613:  
by Anorak

Subscriber of the Week:  
Kate Sweeny

The NS Crossword in Brief 63:  
by Miriam Estrin

What do you do?
I’m a SaLT (speech and 
language therapist).
Where do you live?
West Yorkshire.
Do you vote?
Oh yes.
How long have you been a 
subscriber?
Five years this time, on 
and off since my teens.
What made you start?
It was at home when I 
was growing up.
Is the NS bug in the family? 
Not now, but my late dad took 
it for decades.
What pages do you flick to first?
Page one. I never flick!
How do you read yours?
Front to back.

What would you like to see more of 
in the NS? 
Different perspectives from 
across the UK and Ireland.
Who are your favourite  
NS writers? 

Rowan Williams,  
Andrew Marr,  

Tracey Thorn. 
Who would you put on 
the cover of the NS?
Caroline Lucas.

With which political figure 
would you least like to be stuck 

in a lift?
Jair Bolsonaro.
All-time favourite NS article? 
It’s a cliché, but it has to be 
“The Peak” by Edward Docx.
The New Statesman is… 
perfect for a train journey.
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An awful time of year. The days may 
be getting longer but it doesn’t 
feel like it and they don’t look like 
it. The murk starts in January at 

2pm if not earlier, and it’s not just the murk. 
We must not forget the winds and the 
driving rain. My eyrie is in an exposed place 
and one feels every gust. It is not quite as 
bad as when I lived in Scotland, in the 
MacHovel, when the wind would be so 
strong one could feel the house shake. The 
Hove-l doesn’t do that, being buttressed  
by houses on either side and of sturdier 
construction in the first place, but still the 
window-catch rattles in the wind as the 
rain beats against the windows.

The incessant nature of the gale is 
beginning to drive me crazy. And it is a 
gale, as anything over 34 knots (or 39mph) 
is; and it has been blowing like this for days 
now. I think of the föhn, the Alpine wind 
said to cause madness, psychosis and 
illness, and whose effects on the body are 
such that some hospitals in Bavaria and 
Switzerland prefer to postpone major 
operations when it blows; but reflect that 
at least the föhn is a warm, dry wind.  
Here, we have the incessant lashing  
from the heavens.

half a dozen of hers, on the grounds that 
she was reducing clutter in her flat; and 
very nice they are, too. But they are not 
great contributors to the clutter in my  
own life. There is considerably greater 
competition.)

But what with AI, the wind and 
everything else, and the breaking of my 
favourite mug, and the liminal nature of the 
year – for Janus, the two-faced god, looks 
both backwards and forwards – everything 
is tainted with apprehension. Oh, and add 
to that the dreadful state of the NHS and 
the strikes (towards which, of course, I am 
wholly sympathetic) and there is an awful 
sense of doom in the air: what if I have  
a fall in this weather and need an 
ambulance? One does not have to have a 
fall to need an ambulance. 

And yet my thoughts keep returning to 
the AI writer. I remember that I once had a 
Biro upon whose barrel there was a picture 
of a lady in a swimsuit. Turn it upside 
down, and the swimsuit disappeared. At 
the time I was trying to write a book and it 
was proving difficult. Will Self came round 
for tea, as he did fairly often in those days, 
and I showed him my pen. “Look,” I said, 
“I’ve got a magic pen.” “Hmm,” he said, and 
picked it up, and brought it close to his 
mouth. “WRITE NICK’S BOOK,” he 
shouted at it; and nothing happened. But 
for a wild second I thought it might – like 
something from The Sorcerer’s Apprentice 
– collect all my thoughts on the pre-
Socratics and the nature of modern-day 
hedonism into something coherent, in a 
way I had been unable to do. It didn’t, of 
course. But now there is such a magic biro, 
of a kind, and if it does not yet make a 
lady’s swimsuit disappear it is only a matter 
of time before it can, for they are learning 
every day. 

Another friend contacted me to say  
that he had got an AI writer to “happily” 
produce a column by Rod Liddle 
denigrating Boris Johnson as a socialist; 
he tried it a couple of weeks later, and this 
time it demurred, on the grounds that it 
refused to write anything inflammatory. 
There may be hope yet. It may develop  
a conscience and refuse to take the bread 
from my mouth.

Meanwhile, the storm in rages on. “So 
foul a sky clears not without a storm,” says 
Shakespeare’s King John; but that was 
referring, I think, to one of those ugly, 
brooding, boiling summer skies that 
precedes a cracker of a thunderstorm; 
here, we just have a relentless deluge for 
the rain, and as Shakespeare also says, it 
raineth every day. 

It is all contriving to make me feel 
deeply uneasy, and this is a bad enough 
time for that already, as it is around now 
that HMRC gets tetchy again, a certain 
major contract comes up for renewal and 
inspiration is at its lowest just when it 
needs to be at its highest. 

Towards the end of 2022 a new terror 
added itself to the writer’s life: the arrival  
of the artificial intelligence copy generator. 
My friend R— asked a writing program to 
produce “a bittersweet column in the style 
of Nicholas Lezard about teaspoons” and 
it came up with something that was crap, 
of course, but uncomfortably close to 
being plausible: like Adrian Chiles with 
mild concussion, perhaps. (R— chose the  
topic of teaspoons because she had read 
my column about not having had any 
teaspoons for two years and had given me 

Down and Out

Nicholas Lezard

I am haunted by the fear of being usurped  
by an artificial intelligence program

My friend asked an AI 
writer to produce a 
“bittersweet column 
about teaspoons”
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What is the state of NHS services?
Good
Bad

Well
Badly

Well
Badly

How well is the NHS operating?

How well is the government  
handling the NHS?

Crisis of confidence
Public attitudes to the running of the NHS

How does the UK compare to the rest of the world?

GDP 
growth 
forecast 
for 2023 
(%)

GDP 
growth 
forecast 
for 2024 
(%)

Interest 
rate (%)

Inflation 
rate (CPI, 
%)

Unemploy-
ment rate 
(%)

Share of 
deaths 
attributed 
to obesity 
(2019, %)

Share of 
adults that 
are obese 
(2016, %)

Great Britain 0.3 0.6 3.5 10.7 3.7 9.1 29.5
Brazil 1.0 1.9 13.8 5.9 8.3 12.0 22.3
Canada 1.5 1.6 4.3 6.8 5.0 10.0 31.3
China 4.4 4.5 3.7 1.6 5.7 6.4 6.6
France 0.7 1.6 2.5 5.9 7.3 7.5 23.2
Germany -0.3 1.5 2.5 8.6 5.5 10.8 25.7
Italy -0.2 1.3 2.5 11.6 7.8 9.7 22.9
Japan 1.6 1.3 -0.1 3.8 2.5 3.9 4.4
Russia -2.3 1.5 7.5 12.0 3.7 15.1 25.7
Spain 1.2 2.6 2.5 5.8 12.7 6.9 27.1
US 1.0 1.2 4.5 7.1 3.5 13.0 37.3

State of the Nati  n
Highlights from the NS's online data hub

Waiting times continue to climb
Median wait for an NHS operation in England (weeks)

SOURCES: WORLD ECONOMIC OUTLOOK, OCTOBER; TRADING ECONOMICS, UPDATED;  IHME, GLOBAL BURDEN OF DISEASE (2019)

SOURCE: BRITAIN PREDICTS

SOURCE: NHS ENGLANDSOURCE: YOUGOV FOR THE TIMES

A Labour landslide?
How Britain would vote if an election was 
held tomorrow

  Lab 491 (+289)
  Con 68 (-297)
  SNP 42 (-6)

  Lib Dems 24 (+13)
  Plaid Cymru (+0)
  Green (+0)
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Britain Elects: Westminster voting intentions
How popular is the Labour Party compared to the Conservative Party?

SOURCE: BRITAIN ELECTS
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Pico Iyer, a travel writer and essayist, 
was born in Oxford in 1957. His books 
include Video Night in Kathmandu (1988). 
He lives in suburban Japan and in  
Big Sur, California.

What’s your earliest memory?
Running through the darkening afternoon 
to feed the ducks in the Oxford Parks. I’m 
sure I have memories from earlier times, 
but that’s the one that has stuck inside me.

Who are your heroes?
Paddington Bear was without rival as  
my first hero as a boy: another scruffy 
foreigner from far away who did what  
he could to fathom the ways of 
unfathomable middle-class England in the 
early 1960s. 

One adult hero who comes instantly  

to mind is the photojournalist  
James Nachtwey, who has dedicated  
his life to chronicling difficult realities in 
every corner of the world, precisely the 
realities most of us try to look away from.

What book last changed your thinking?
The Overstory. I am an urban creature, much 
too prone to sleepwalking past every last 
plant. Richard Powers’s book moved me to 
see the world differently. 

What would be your “Mastermind”  
specialist subject?
Although I spent eight deformative years in 
youth – eight years! – studying literature, 
I’d rather choose professional sports.

Which political figure do you look up to?
The Dalai Lama, a master realist who 

navigates the most difficult life I know – 
carrying six million Tibetans on his 
shoulders – while treating every last 
stranger as a long-lost friend. 

In which time and place, other than your own, 
would you like to live?
America in the 1850s would be the deepest 
inner landscape to inhabit, with Emerson 
and Thoreau fashioning their scriptures of 
possibility in Concord, while Emily 
Dickinson and Herman Melville offered 
their dark counter-narratives nearby. 

What TV show could you not live without?
I watch TV only for sport, the kind of 
furious conflict in which one can lose 
oneself passionately, while never imagining 
that the world depends on the outcome. 

Who would paint your portrait?
David Hockney would be a happy 
possibility.

What’s your theme tune?
“If It Be Your Will” by Leonard Cohen has 
long been my talisman.

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve  
ever received?
Lop off the last paragraph in every 
chapter: the wisdom of Chuck Elliott, my 
first, and very wise, editor at my long-time 
publishing house. 

What’s currently bugging you?
The fact that so many of us take the world 
in through tiny screens, which diminish 
and distort everything. 

What single thing would make your life better?
A natural cure for jet-lag, amplified by  
a 48-hour day.

When were you happiest?
I have seldom known anything but radiant 
joy when staying in a monastery. 

In another life, what job might you  
have chosen?
An actor, which is really not so different 
from being a writer. In both jobs one works 
hard to become another person, but only 
by uncovering some deep and often 
hidden corner in oneself. 

Are we all doomed?
The opposite. We’re only doomed if we 
believe that self-fulfilling prophecy. 

“The Half Known Life: Finding Paradise in  
a Divided World” by Pico Iyer is published  
by Bloomsbury

The NS Q&A

“I feel radiant joy when  
staying in a monastery”

Pico Iyer, travel writer
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Great Ormond Street Hospital Children’s Charity. Registered charity no. 1160024.

DARE TO TAKE THE STAIRS
FOR A SKY-HIGH TOWER RUN CHALLENGE!  

Sign up and climb up London’s iconic Walkie 
Talkie building and raise money to help seriously 
ill children at Great Ormond Street Hospital. 

GOSH.ORG/TOWERCLIMB
SCAN HERE 
TO SIGN UP
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