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Abstract

In ‘The Archimedes Anecdote’, a lost fragment of the ‘Zomby Project’, Amrnit Singh immersed the
reader in a brimming meditation on ‘authors, authorities and authenticators’. His argument
(Adorno’s originally) cast ‘authenticity’ as the ideology common to those ‘civilisations’ which since
the Renaissance have traced their provenance to Ancient Greece. Specifically, he suggested,
‘authenticity’ is ‘authoritarianism’ (of external ideological license) in the guise of (liberal individual)
‘authorship’. It is apparently self—determination but actually enforced conformity. It is the key
superstructural feature of capitalist ‘democracy’. Such was the importance of the word for Singh,
that it was in order to defy the ideology it circumscribes — to reject not only the criteria and
means of certifying authenticity, but authenticity itself — that he thought countercultures came
into existence in both early and post-modern societies. They were ‘authenticism’s overflow’.

It was this preoccupation with the potentially revolutionary aspects of the counterfeiting
subculture that would have made the fragment (had it survived) so apt to a synopsis of The
Birmingham Quean. Singh's proffered chef—d oeuvre in the art of fiction was a vibrant exploration
of the various anarchic uses to which drag, forgery, retro, parody, multiracial performativity,
caricature, street—theatricality and fiction itself can be put. A key to his vision was to be found in
the name his title implicitly applied to the quality shared by all these things: birmingham. The
pertinent usage (to mean ‘counterfeit’) was introduced during the seventeenth century Exclusion
Debates, and Singh explained that it derives from an extension of the infamous revolutionary
activities of the town’s Civil War weapons manufacturers into a huge Restoration coining
operation. Singh was thereby capable of giving a historical and geographical specificity to this
concept of anti—authenticity (a pluralising and parodistic stylistics; not ‘dissimulating copy’ but
‘self-revealing, satirical counterfeit’): one that placed it both in his own back yard and at the heart
of English political history.

Concomitant to The Birmingham Quean's ambitious thematic focus was the ambition of
Singh's approach to writing it. Rather than a philosophical investigation or empirical (social
scientific) study, he chose to champion the birmingham stylistics of ‘fiction’ as a means of
transforming the static ‘object’ of study into the fluid, multivocal ‘subject’ of dramatic
performance. In doing so, he would allow the counterculture(s) to avoid what he saw as a
nullifying process of authentication and meanwhile grant the same autonomy to fiction itself. Such
was his attitude to the kind of critical work the present thesis is attempting that Singh's writing
was explicitly concocted to confound it.

The principle scholarly intention of the eponymous poem in 7he Birmingham Quean seems to
have been a simulation of the work carried out by the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies in the 1960s, 70s and 80s: one influenced as much by post-structuralism, queer
theory, situationism and Foucauldian New Historicism as by The Frankfurt School or Raymond
Williams. Crucially, this was all carried out under the heading ‘Creative Writing’ in order to suggest
that the new university subject was also a kind of counterculture: a fifth—column of academic
anti—authenticity capable of precisely the rebellious encroachment upon the research—fields of the
Social Sciences and the Humanities that the text exemplified. Fiction (a term expanded in his
Fiction Party Manifesfo to include all forms of writing that favour the dramatic over the truth—
conditional) was Creative Writing’s drag or its counterfeit. The most obvious theoretical influences,
therefore, were probably Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Guy Debord, Jacques Derrida, Judith
Butler, Walter Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, Stuart Hall and above all Mikhail Bakhtin; but instead of
producing work like theirs, he chose to enact within the writing itself a jamboree of the
deconstructive or transgressive performativities he felt they treated as ‘objects’ not as
‘subjects’.



Rather than discussing carmnival, that is, he wanted to put one on. He concocted not only a
postmodern parody (a défournement) of Byron's Don Juan but also an anachronistic fictional
commentator for the work. The result reads like a sprawling brummie hybrid of Nabokov, Kurt
Vonnegut, Martin Amis and Zadie Smith.

For a literary critic preparing a scholarly edition of a text like this within an episteme that
disparages the theory underpinning it for being tainted with the gestural idealism of 1968 and the
neon—glare of 1980s high postmodernism, the crucial question is how to reconcile the
commitment to authenticity ingrained in historicist textual studies (perhaps the critic’s only viable
disciplinary inheritance) with the author’s implicit antagonism to any such quietist approach. The
encounter inevitably becomes a battle of wills. In the course of the current project, this theoretical
struggle escalates exponentially as doubts concerning the authenticity (and indeed the existence)
of both writer and manuscript are multiplied. (Hence my ongoing italicisation of the author’s
name.) Despite the problematising examples amongst the discipline’s innovators explored by
Anthony Grafton’'s Forgers and Critics, the textual historicist must suspect that there can only
really be one winner of such a polarising conflict. Either the critic manages to ‘authenticate’ the
text, or the writer prevents him from doing so.

In The Birmingham Quean the writer is the clear winner. This is not because the practices and
theories of evidence—based criticism are overwhelmed or overpowered in the encounter. Instead
this project insists that it is only via the contrapuntal stylistics of writers like Singh himself that the
reconciliation of rival approaches necessary to a faithful editorial process can be effected in such
evidently (and evidentially) tricky circumstances. If a critical editor ‘joins in’ (by ‘going na(ra)tive’),
rather than attempting to ‘frame’ or ‘explain’ the countercultural performance, then his objections
to its premises can be incorporated into the drama and actually become more salient. By
definition the same thing must be true of all our wider cultural encounters. This, Singh would tell
us, is the social-democratic principle of Bakhtin's Aeteroglossia. (The author's name, | think, is to
be heard as an urgent imperative: Sing!)

If a thesis can be retrospectively extrapolated from this project, it is therefore the argument
that fiction is demonstrably a tractable forum for research in the Arts and Social Sciences: all the
more tractable for its anti—authenticity. The critic’s loss is the novelist’s gain. Specifically, in this
case, the faithful historian of late twentieth century literatures, languages and cultures can solve
the key dilemma of the subject by working under the auspices of Creative Writing. Only in this way
can justice be done to the most cogent intellectual trend of the postmodern period (perhaps its
defining feature): one that revelled in its own pluralities, ambiguities and contradictions, and
resisted all the unifying, teleological models of ‘history’ that had been implicated in the century’s
terrible ‘final solutions’. In other words, only fiction can tell the history of a culture that rejects that
history. If this means condoning forgery... so be it.
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A Note on Textual Restoration

17 restanro deve mirare al ristabilimento delle unita potengiale dell'opera d’arte, purché cio sia
possibile senza commettere un falso artistico o un falso storico, senga cancellare ogni traccia del
passaggio dell’'opera d'arte nel tempo

(Cesare Brandi Teoria del Restanro 1963 p6)

The creation and fate of the original manuscript of 7he Birmingham Quean are important
features of its narrative. It would be to do the text a serious disservice (in Hollywood terms,
to open with a spoiler) if | were to pre—empt key plot elements at this early stage by
specifying the details of their aftermath. However, a brief statement of restorational
methodology might not go amiss.

It is a perfectly tractable argument that 7he Birmingham Quean was originally intended not as
a ftext but as an arfefact. Ilts physical attributes were such that it could as easily have been
designed for display in a gallery or museum as for submission to a publisher. If a practical
art historian like Cesare Brandi were to consider such a thing worthy of his attention (very
unlikely) he would probably want to treat it with kid gloves and something analogous to
tratteggio. That is to say he would seek to make it look, not as /it would have done or as one
would like it fto but as it should do, or would do, if it had survived intact. For Brandi
‘Restoration is the methodological moment of the recognition of a work of art in its physical
consistency, and its dual aesthetic and historical polarity, with a view to its transmission into
the future’ (1963 p30: my translation).

It is a tractable argument, perhaps, but entirely wrong. Only could someone who had not
read The Birmingham Quean treat it in such an anathemic way. Restoration of this kind
would be a flagrant breach of its internal logic. 7he Birmingham Quean pulled few punches in
this regard. The ideologically elitist notion of ‘the recognition of a work of art’ was roundly
mocked. Universalising ideas like ‘physical consistency’ were persistently undermined. As for
the ‘dual aesthetic and historical polarity’ of a work of art, it was an implicit contention of 7he
Birmingham Quean that this dichotomy was false.

In preparing it for submission to publishers and examiners | have therefore committed two of
the cardinal sins of restoration. | have completely altered the physical format and, where
necessary, | have filled in gaps with imaginative and anachronistic detail. | have no doubt,
however, that this was the only way to remain faithful to the letter and the spirit of the text.
There are one or two practical upshots worth noting. Firstly, use of different pens and colours
of ink in the manuscript have not been reproduced but suggested analogically by means of
typographic variation. Below is a table of basic correspondences (not exhaustive):

Pen, colour of ink, handwriting style, (use) Font, size, (style)

Fountain pen, black, expansive (Foreword) Garamond 16pt

Fountain pen, blue, cramped (Commentary) Garamond 12pt

Ballpoint, red, erratic (Background/Biography) | Bell MT" 12pt (italic)

Gel ink rollerball, blue, neat (“Poet’s notes”) Palatino 10pt
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As for the tendency of notes in the manuscript to encroach upon both one another’s
respective stanzas and the opposite side of the physical document, | have chosen to suggest
this effect by extending the usual academic practice of allowing protracted footnotes to run
through to the next page by taking the relatively vnusual step of allowing the text to encroach
on the verso faces of the paper. (Hence the page numbering system.)

As a final point, it should be noted that certain of the (printed) stanzas that were definitely
scored out in the original have not been left in sous ratures but have instead been inserted
into the commentary text, accompanied by a clear indication (beside the stanza number of
each) that they have been '‘CUT’. A true rejection of the restoration ideology, in preference
for a methodology of creaftive editorship, might require me to delete these stanzas and
renumber those left accordingly. | confess to being somewhat analytically retentive: no doubt
a symptom of my education. This should not, however, be construed as evidence of a
hidebound adherence to memorialist culture. To apply Brandi’s theories to a work like this
would be to produce a real ‘falso artistico’.

13






The Birmingham Quean

The Birmingham Quean

with a Foreword and Commentary
by R. H. Twigg

‘Staggering!’ ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS

fig. 1 Mock—up of cover design (pasted onto the brown roll).

Birmingham’s what I think with. Like the old phoenisc which, the more it got
Burnt up, (recycling its own stuff; no donbr,
1t wasn’t made for that sort of job, For it did not burn down) the more it grew,
but it’s what they gave me. Although no fire consumes us, we burn with what
Only the fire of doing can put out
Roy Fisher ‘Six Texts For a Film”: As part of me turns into part of you.
‘1. Talking to Cameras’
(trom Birmingham River, OUP 1994) John Hollander “The Mutual Flame’

(Paris Review Spring 1999 p54)
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S. A. M. Trainor
Dept. of English Literature
University of Glasgow

Dear Editor,
Please find enclosed a draft copy of The Birmingham Quean.

This book originally came to light as a 25m roll of brown parcel paper | discovered in the filing
cabinet of a staff room at a major Russell Group University English department (not my own)
whilst looking for the man | thought to be its author. | had no idea of its existence at the time &
was interested in his whereabouts for different reasons. The text took the form of a narrative
poem printed on A4 sheets & then glued onto the inner surface of the parcel paper, around
which a large number of annotations had been handwritten in various colours of ink. The poem
was a contemporary parody of Byron’s Don Juan, narrated by the Queen’s head on a
counterfeit one—pound coin, concerning a drag—queen called Britannia Spears. The notes &
foreword were fictionalised — just as they are in Nabokov’s Pale Fire, for example — purporting
to be written by a rather fusty old Oxford Don in 1953.

When | found the man I'd been looking for, he managed to convince me to destroy this
document. Between us, | assumed, we had the right to take such a decision. | soon discovered
| was wrong: we had the perfect justification, perhaps, but neither the license nor the capability.
What you have in your hands, therefore (& | should thank you in advance for taking it out of
mine), is a reproduction of the text I've made from memory & my notes, interspersed with an
account of how | came to find it, trace its authorship &, finally, to reconstruct it.

| can really offer no more useful summary of its contents than that. It genuinely defies
synopsis. Neither can | make an honest apology for its simultaneous submission to various
publishers. This is not something | condone, but neither is it something over which | can any
longer exercise control. You’ll understand this soon enough. All | can add (more by way of
warning than of recommendation) is that this text will not allow itself to stay obscure much
longer. It has a will of its own & is struggling into existence. | have little doubt it will prove
original & controversial enough to sell, despite its obvious strangeness. If it doesn’t seem
marketable at first, remember it has already demonstrated itself quite capable of mutating into
whatever form is necessary to survive. It can (& will) do so again.

In short, this book will not allow you to stop reading it. You’ll want to & you’ll think you can, but
you'll be wrong. If | thought it was ‘fit for purpose’ | would (as they say in Ireland) have ‘put it
beyond use’ before now. You're welcome to attempt to prove me wrong. | don’t, however,
think that you’ll succeed.

Yours faithfully,
S. A. M. Trainor

P.S. If Hannah Arden contacts you, pretend you’ve never heard of her... or me.
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Foreword

"Tis all in peeces, all cobaerence gone;

All just supply and all Relation:

Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot,
For every man alone thinkes he bath got

To be a Phoenix, and that then can bee

None of that kinde, of which he is, but hee.

John Donne An Anatomie of the World
(Grierson 1912, 11.213-218)
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2004 THURSDAY, JANUARY 1

STRATFORD UPON AVON

The building didn't seem too threatening at first. | was relieved. You forget how undemon—
strative Midlands architecture is. After ten years amongst Glasgow's looming spires, I'd been
expecting something steepling & monumental. Our University Tower looks for all the world as if
it were designed exclusively to attract fork lightning & vampire bats. Instead, this was the kind
of place librarians & dentists might retire to. | was ushered hurriedly past the tea urn into the
meeting hall, however, smoothing the back of my hair down, clutching freshly printed pages
underneath a crumpled jacket sleeve, & glimpsed a gently terraced garden with neat lawns &
raised flowerbeds beyond a bright Victorian conservatory where the mingling aromas of mint &
coffee hung a bit too heavily to seem completely innocent. You could imagine Elgar writing
overtures in it.

| bustled past the audience up to the lectern, rubber soles squeaking on the parquet, trying to
look more busy than disorganised. | cleared my throat & began.

The date was June the 28" & this was my first ever conference: the Fourth Annual British
Graduate Shakespeare Conference in Stratford. The paper was a rather haggard would—be
article on the phallic/anti-phallic comedy of Lear’s Fool, called: ‘Cocking up King Lear’. As
usual, | was claiming something ‘serious’ should be read as comedy: Robert Armin, the
professional midget comedian in Shakespeare’s company, so the argument went, doubled as
Cordelia; when the King carries onto stage the body of his daughter, (& Burbage staggers on
with little Robert Armin), howling, failing to revive her, it's a moment of acute black comedy
that likens Lear (with his unresponsive mini-me grotesquely dragged up as his favourite
daughter) to the impotent fool unable to make his limp marotte stand up & scare the ladies.
Imagine, | suggested, Walter Matthau carrying Danny DeVito, or Barker cradling Corbett.

Despite a slightly tense exchange with one conference member (who had a pair of crutches
leant authoritatively across her lap) about evidence that Robert Armin was genuinely a /ittle
person, the audience seemed by & large to be quite entertained. Afterwards, back in the
conservatory, | was saved from a dickie-bowed old theatre critic (who had deftly segued from
the usual stuff about Erasmus into a fruity anecdote concerning the compromising position in
which two particular actors he could name had once been found during a closed rehearsal of
the stocks scene) by a surprisingly forceful grip on my arm.

Someone had grabbed my right elbow. She pulled me round, mid—conversation. (A woman).

“Sam, can | just borrow you for a second? Sorry Derek, you can have him back in a minute, |
just need to get some details.”

She had a nice smile, dark lips, friendly—looking dimples, long brown curls. She was obviously
trying to help me out. I’'d only turned up that morning & had every intention of slipping away
quietly again during coffee; | was about to make my own excuses (only a little earlier than I'd
predicted) in order to rebut a very optimistic advance on the part of the man | now knew to call
Derek. Despite this, | was immediately pleased she’d intervened.

18



Foreword

Bella, horrida bella,

et Thygrim multo spumantem sanguine cerno.

The supreme function of visionary satire is to inveigh against preventable
evils. In seeking to do so, it encounters obstacles which are deeply rooted
in human nature. One is that by the very order of things such evils are not
demonstrable until they have occurred: at each stage in their onset there is
room for doubt and for dispute whether they be real or imaginary. By the
same token, they attract little critical attention in comparison with current
troubles, which are indisputable and pressing, and to which they are
habitually imagined to be mere analogies: whence the besetting temptation
of so much recent criticism to concern itself with the immediate present
and the recent past at the expense of an encroaching future. Above all, we
are disposed to mistake predicting troubles for causing troubles and even
tor desiring troubles: “If only,” we seem to think, “if only people wouldn’t

write about it, it probably wouldn’t happen.”

Perhaps this habit goes back to the primitive desire of finding in literature
the word and the thing, the name and the object, made identical again: a
‘consummation devoutly to be wished” perhaps, but never entertained as a
delusion. This is the cusp on which ironic satire in the Swiftian tradition
stands. It is useless to blame the Houyhnhnms for driving Gulliver to a
state of abject misanthropy with the moral certainty that stems from their
idealistic culture and linguistics. Instead, it is an intellectual failing of
Gulliver’s that he can neither criticize the fantastic premises of their Utopia
nor offer any more effective remedy on his return than to balk at the
dissembling and degenerate ‘yahoos’. Swift was never so unsophisticated as

his travelling zngenu.
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2004 FRIDAY, JANUARY 2

We got talking, at first (for Derek’s benefit) on some concocted administrative theme about the
registration fee. They had no record of my payment, she was saying, but that was almost
certainly the institution’s fault. Derek caught someone else’s eye, not wanting to eavesdrop on
a potentially embarrassing exchange. As soon as he'd gone, Hannah (she said she was called)
confessed she had nothing to do with the organisation of the conference & was just trying to
help a newcomer out of a tight corner:

“Apparently, he comes here every year & tries to pick up boys. It's quite sad really, but | feel
more sorry for the poor guys he buttonholes. Don’t know what’s hit them, some of them. |
could tell he'd go for you from the minute you breezed in. Just thought I’d keep an eye out.”

“Well, thanks, yes: much appreciated.” Breezed was nice: | felt more like I'd scurried.
“I suppose | shouldn’t be too critical. Half the people at these things are here for sex.”
| made an effort not to splutter my tea: “You think so?”

“Of course they are: it's the only time some of them get to see the light of day. There's a very
fine line between postgraduate research & masturbation: the two go hand-in—glove, so to
speak.”

I laughed again. | really liked this girl already; she was funny, in a quiet sort of way: you
sometimes had to strain to hear what she was saying as she moved around you smiling at
people.

“Conferences are all about playing at having a career, & you know what that means...”
“Erm... sex?”

“Precisely. Graduating from fiddling with themselves to actual intercourse. The most attractive
feature of an academic career for a large number of these people is the promise it gives them
of access to two things the majority wouldn’t have a hope in hell of finding in the real world...”

“Which are?” | prompted. It was obvious she’d practised this, but it was no less charming for
being rehearsed. She certainly wouldn’t have had much trouble in ‘the real world.” she blushed
a little at her own studied forwardness & went on.

. an almost endless stream of people in their formative years of sexual independence over
whom they can exercise a nurturing influence, & a culture of relaxed sexual mores resulting
from the relativistic philosophies (of one sort or another) they tend to circulate amongst each
other for precisely the reason of justifying the sordid things they get up to in their bedrooms &
their cosy little book—filled offices.”

“I know. Some of the stuff that goes on at my place...”

“I'm sorry,” she interrupted, nipping any ill-—advised workplace gossip in the bud, “I’'m Hannah,
by the way. You've been dragged away from sweet old Derek only to get an earful from me.
So, you're from Glasgow, then. You didn’t come down this morning did you?”
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Rejecting pompous veridiction and eutopian projection as methods of
criticising the past and future directions of society, Swift knew that irony
and parody (however ludicrous or unpalatable) were much more effective

tools of political rhetoric.

The Birmingham Quean is a satire in this tradition.! My controversial
admiration for a work of undeniable vulgarity, and my determination to
embark upon the preparation of this edition, is born of a belief that The
Birmingham Quean is a heavily ironic piece of visionary satite—a dystopia—no
less visionary for being unpublishable. In contemporary terms, it is a
devastating counterpart to Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. 1t 1s designed to
complement that author’s warning of the privations that might beset
humanity at the hands of an authoritarian regime with one that extrapolates
the equally dehumanising effects American commercial liberalism might

have on Britain in the next millennium.

It is only right for a poet, capable of such prescience, to denounce a
possible threat to the foundations of British society of racial, sexual and
economic anarchy concealed in the Trojan Horse of the almighty dollar. In
turn, it is the responsibility of critics to highlight and support such
revelations. In any event, the authors of Hudibras, A Modest Proposal,
Erewhon, Brave New World, Anthen, Nineteen Eighty-Four, and (most recently)
Love Among the Ruins, would certainly agree that the discussion of future
grave but avoidable evils is the most necessary occupation for both the

satirist and his commentator.

Those who knowingly shirk such responsibilities deserve the curses of
those who come after. They are damning future generations with their

silence.

1 According to G. R. Negley and J. M. Patrick in The Quest for Utopia (1952: pp. xvii, 298), the tradition of English
dystopia (a term they prefer to Bentham’s cacotopia), begins with the Mundus alter et idem sive Terra Australis antebac
semper incognita published in 1605 by an unidentified author under the sobriquet “Mercurius Britannicus”. Just
as More’s Utgpia is heavily influenced by the translation undertaken by himself and Erasmus in 1506 of
Lucian’s Menippus Goes to Hell, and just as Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four seems to have been instigated by his
reading of a Bolshevik dystgpia called We by the Russian author Evgenii Zamyatin, Swift's Gulliver’s Travels

owes a great deal to the Mundus alter et idem.
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2004 SATURDAY, JANUARY 3

“No, no. My mom & dad live in Birmingham. | thought I’d kill two birds with one stone.”
“That’s nice. Do you get down to see them much?”

“Not really, no. Usually just Christmas. | agree with you though... these conferences.” Not that
| knew anything about it. | lowered my voice to her level none the less: “They’re mostly about
posturing — even the ones for students — & it /s sometimes difficult to tell whether they're
advertising what's in their heads or in their knickers.” | was entirely failing to sound as pithy as
her.

“Yes, or maybe they're saying what’s in their heads is sexy enough that it doesn’t matter about
the disappointment in their knickers.”

“Cunning linguists,” | suggested.
She smiled wryly at the dry old joke.
“Would you like a biscuit?” she offered.

| took a custard cream. Only on polite occasions like this do | forgo the simple pleasure of
prizing the top off a sandwich—type biscuit & using the filling as the medium for an impression
of my crooked bottom teeth. | bit into it conventionally, in cross—section as it were, trying to
hide my disappointment.

She watched in silence. She could have taken this opportunity to drift away, but she didn’t.
Perhaps she was taking a little pleasure in my crumby discomfort.

“So,” it took what seemed an age to swallow the sweet pulp of the biscuit & busy my tongue
about the residue between the upper molars, “what’s your research?”

This is actually the worst question you can ask a budding academic. It tends to be interpreted
amongst PhD students as a complete lack of interest: desperately significant of an absence of
common ground beyond the University. If you want to get off with a PhD student, you can talk
about anything — the more mundane the better — soap operas, shoes, children’s TV, the crap
jobs you've had (they’re both particularly good subjects), Christ even the weather — whatever
— but never your research. The ideal topic at this juncture would've been the custard cream. |
was fully aware I'd potentially shifted the conversation from one of flirtatious cynicism to one of
dreary self—justification. | don’t think | did it deliberately. Though | may have been retaliating for
the biscuit trick.

“I usually lie when people ask me that.”

“Me too,” | lied, “truth is I'm not that sure.”
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A month or two ago I fell into conversation with a student, a quite
unexceptional young man educated at one of our minor public schools.
After a sentence or two about the lecture I had just given, he suddenly said:
“If 1 had the money, I'd go to college in America.” I made some self-
deprecatory reply to the effect that even my rambling introductory course
on the Metaphysicals wouldn’t last for ever; but he took no notice, and
continued: “I have three friends there already, all of them went through
film academy and two of them have found themselves jobs in Hollywood. 1
can’t wait to get out there myself. In 15 or 20 years’ time this country will

be an American State, and we’ll have colour TV

I can already hear the chorus of execration. How dare I repeat such an
awful thing? How dare I stir up trouble and inflame relations with our

closest ally by mentioning such a careless conversation?

In 1674 Thomas Hyde, the librarian of the Bodleian, identified this particular “Mercurius Britannicus” as
Joseph Hall, who (as a student at Oxford) had been the author of the first true Horatian satires published in
English: Virgidensiarnm (1597). On the other hand, E. A. Petherick, in The Gentleman’s Magazine (July 1896),
suggested he was Alberico Gentili, the Regius Professor of Civil Law at Oxford from 1587 to 1608. It certainly
would be curious to discover that Joseph Hall, the defender of the episcopacy and the future Bishop of
Norwich—a leading figure on the side of the King in the process of Anglicanization of the Scottish Church
which provoked the disastrous Bishops” Wars of 1639-40, and one of those imprisoned in the tower by the
Long Parliament on New Year’s Day 1642—used the same nom-de-plume as the Parliamentarian propaganda
machine in the Civil War. If Hall was involved in any publishing at the time one would expect it to be under
the auspices of “Mercurius Aulicus” (the newsbook of Royalist Oxford) rather than “Mercurius Britannicus”.
This has nothing to do with the name itself, however. The claim made by the puritan revolutionaries to be the
messengers of Britain is entirely fraudulent if one recognizes the nation of ‘Britain’ to have been reasserted by
the Stuart monarchy and reliant entirely on the King as the unifier of the ancient body-politic. I consider it
quite likely, in fact, that ‘Britannicus’ is chosen by the revolutionaries specifically to attack this idea by
subverting Hall’s position as the most eloquent conciliatory voice of reason in the period, thereby mocking his
perceived role in instigating the wars with Scotland. Hall was a Calvinist, we should remember, and therefore
viewed by fanatical puritans as even more of a traitor, as an apologist, than those bishops they seriously
suspected of ‘popism’.

The chief fanatic of letters in the period is, of course, John Milton. Milton is the literary heavyweight of
C17% revolution, conscripted explicitly to satirize this (former) satirist; I suspect his influence at work. Milton
is the instigator of the luciferan revolutionary bent in English poetry and therefore a man well aware of the
power of turning the language of the enemy against itself. I would not be surprised to discover evidence that
he was responsible for this first violence against the name Britannia, carried to such an emetic extreme in this

poem.
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2004 SUNDAY, JANUARY 4

| tried to apologise with my eyebrows. Shifting the focus back to my own faltering research had
been intended as an olive branch. In fact, | regularly confessed to my uncertainty. If you can
really call it a confession, that is. | would later realise, thanks largely to Hannah’s influence,
that the appearance of disillusionment &/or desperate vagueness is actually a way of looking
keen in certain British academic circles. Everyone assumes you’re making the best of a bad job
or muddling through. It's what they do in Oxbridge. It’s almost patriotic.

“Well, actually | only lie to academics. Would you call yourself an academic, Sam?”

| appeared to think about this for a second. | only ever really lied about my research to people
outside the University: friends & family. You could get away with it more easily. “No,” | said.

“Good,” she grinned conspiratorially, “do you fancy grabbing an early lunch?”
“Okay then, why not.”

| took a last guick look around me for a reason not to go. Despite the possible professional
advantages of hanging about for a bit, I'd never actually intended to do so in the first place &
would certainly not normally be upset to leave a congregation of chinwagging oddballs in the
company of a sexy girl. Without exchanging any more words, Hannah & | sloped away together
through a narrow corridor that led to the foyer.

It was relatively difficult to see after facing the sunny patio full on. Hannah was nothing but the
pencilled outline of a slim young woman in front of me. | felt an unaccountably guilty thrill as
she emerged back into the light filtering through the window above the main door & reached up
to take a cream—coloured jacket by the collar & whip it off the hatstand. She slung it over her
shoulder, opened the door with her other hand & gestured with her eyes for me to lead the way.

We chose a respectable local pub & found a quiet corner snug, away from the bar. Not that
there was anyone at it yet, apart from the landlady & two old blokes with glasses of wine at
opposite corners picking over two different portions of the Times: a better class of drunk in
these parts. It was only half eleven after all. We started to drink beer (which she bought) & then
she let me in on her research.

“I'm studying academics themselves. That’s why | lie to them;” she began, “they’re like a cult
I’m trying to infiltrate.” She slid her eyes from side to side like a cartoon spy.

| smiled in response & leant forward, my chin on my hand.

“Seriously though, I'm studying academics in the Humanities in the same terms as Cultural
Studies used to look at subcultures in the 70s & 80s. I'm particularly interested in how groups
mimic & subvert one another’s activities & behaviour in order to adaptively define themselves.
Encounters between academic subgroups are fascinating — that’s why | come to these
conferences — but encounters between academics (with their academic hats on as it were) &
other social groups — in sociological or psychological field research for example — are much
more important. They're often these... antagonistic moments of identity subversion.”
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The answer is that I do not have the right not to do so. Here is an educated
tellow Englishman, potentially a future statesman, who in broad daylight in
one of the country’s oldest and most sacred academic institutions says to
me, his tutor, that he wishes his country to be subsumed by the trashy and
deracinated culture of an ex-colony. I simply do not have the right to shrug
my shoulders and think about something else. What he is saying, thousands
and hundreds of thousands are saying and thinking in the sitting rooms and
picture theatres of Britain. What is more, the words they are using to do so
are increasingly those words released like a continual stream of spores into
our fragile linguistic ecology by US culture since it descended on us in such
massive numbers in the war. Most notably, these are the words that name

the technological media by which their dissemination has been principally
effected: ‘the radio’, ‘the T1” and ‘the movies’ .

Herein lies the difficulty of The Birmingham Quean. Its strength as a work of
Swiftian irony derives from its insistence on the unmediated employment
of the language and ideology of the object of its satire. This is a rhetorical
attack composed in the projected jargon of the enemy.? Where Edward
Bellamy’s Iooking Backward is framed as the putative address of an
apologetic representative of the old world (1888) to the inhabitants of a
fantastic socialist utopia he has encountered in the year 2000, this poem is a
vision of a dystopian future told as if frozz and (in some sense) 4y that future,
rather than simply about it. To continue a previous analogy, imagine Orwell
had written Nineteen Eighty-Four entirely in ‘Newspeak’ and from the
narrative position of Big Brother speaking through the ‘telescreen’ give a

man enough rope, this poem says (give an unconscionable speaker a
platform) and he will hang himself.

2 In this regard it is not dissimilar to the traditional ballad form so prolific in the C17® battles between puritans
and the Crown. See esp. the ‘Birmingham Broadsides’ of 1681 and 1682. The sardonic pamphleteering that
took place during the Exclusion Debates is the beginning of the tradition that finds its apotheosis in .4 Modest
Proposal and The Drapier’s Letters. The Broadside Ballads were simply the most populist form of publication in
this pamphelteering tradition, appealing as they did to both the educated and the illiterate. It is consequently
no surprise that Swift—the consummate comic pamphleteer—is such an important figure in the instigation
of John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera.
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2004 MONDAY, JANUARY 5

She chuckled likeably at her own jargon: “One of the ways counter—cultures (if you want to call
them that) define themselves is by consistently undermining & mocking attempts by people like
journalists & academics to define the group from outside the group. The upshot basically is
that all the results are skewed. The process is entirely non—empirical.

Social scientists who study the behaviour of subcultural groups usually find what they look for
precisely because these groups protect themselves by giving external commentators the
performances they want to see. The conclusions & theories of social science are themselves
very often just the stylistic signatures of academic group identities: as arbitrary as shaved
heads or dreadlocks... or Charlotte Hornets caps on the back of the bus. They mean
something, but only to other members of the group. Outside the group, they only say what
group you're in.”

| nodded in vague agreement. “Like all the different types of gowns, you mean... or PhDs for
that matter: hardly seems any point in writing a thesis at all when only four or five people are
ever going to read it... or care.”

She frowned a little at my weak analogy.

“I'm not saying that you shouldn’t bother,” | continued, trying to appear a little more engaged
in what at the time seemed a typically unimaginative bit of Political Correctness. “Maybe I'm
saying / shouldn’t bother. Yours seems much more... worthwhile: in itself.” Platitudes, |
thought, maybe | should argue with her instead: “It does seem like a slightly self-defeating
thesis though. Aren’t you just doing the same thing they are?”

“Well, no,” she seemed pleased with the challenge, “the up—side is there’s feedback in the
process... a kind of dialectic’, she added tentatively, “if you like.”

At the mention of that word, | tried to pitch my smile somewhere between knowing superiority &
enthusiastic encouragement. Whatever it looked like — a sufferer of Bell's palsy, | imagine —
she carried on:

. or there should be anyway. As pompous & self—deluding as this stuff usually is, it
sometimes manages to stimulate the self—definition of the objectified groups, in defiance of
the objectifying commentary. It's a whole different kettle of fish writing ‘from’ a culture rather
than ‘about’ it. That’s a good thing. It’s what all the best cultural critics do. Just look at Stuart
Hall.”

| tried not to laugh as she took another swig of Burton Ale. The pint seemed immense in her
slender fingers & the only Stuart Hall | could remember at this precise moment was the one
who said here come the Belgians! in It's a Knockout! Maybe | was getting drunk already. |
secretly wished Hannah was.

“If it takes some busybody to get the process going, then so be it. | hope I’'m doing both.”



This is a dangerous game. It relies on the eternal vigilance of the critical
reader. To present a satire of a future society as if recounted by the physical
embodiment of the very principle of decadence that has itself brought
about that society’s degeneration, and go so far as to allow that spirit of
decadence to enunciate its own rabid satirical attack on a society it sees as
not yet decadent enough, is to reach unprecedented levels of ironic

immorality. The danger, of course, is that the irony will not be recognized.

This danger is covertly courted by the poet. His true satirical intentions are
to be construed through not just one, but two levels of vocal masquerade.
The first and closest level to the reader (in the sense that we hear from it
most consistently) is the voice of the counterfeit-narrator: the Queen’s
head on a fake sovereign, stamped erroneously in reverse by an
incompetent die-caster. As long as we remember who is speaking, it is very

easy to doubt the value of any claims made by such a storyteller.

Much more perilous than forgetting the identity of the narrator is
tforgetting the identity of the poetic persona: that voice whose interjections
form the guiding principle of the poem’s explicit structure and politics.
This is, as the pseudo-epigraphic Stanza 0 makes quite clear (see below),
not the author’s voice at all but that of a fictional ‘continuity announcer’

the mouthpiece of a commercial television station.

Even more than the ridiculous counterfeit, it is the logic and morality
carried by this voice that the poet asks us to reject. Where it might be
relatively easy to refuse, as Swift’s Drapier’s Letters demand, to pass debased
currency (and thereby resist acquiescence to an Imperial monetary policy),
this poem shows just how difficult it is to hold at bay the insidious

colonising influence of the television on the psyche of the nation.
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2004 TUESDAY, JANUARY 6

“So what do you actually do by way of research then?” | asked, “apart from hanging with the
homies at conferences.” | was getting into this. | didn't exactly know, or to be honest care,
what she was going on about (I was still trying to replace the memory of Jeux sans Frontiéres
with the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies) but the way she spoke was so
fluent & bright it bordered on a kind of midsummer delirium... Yeats's bee—loud glade. |
couldn’t have hoped to be so chirpy, even this late in the morning. But then | had been up all
night finishing the paper in my old bedroom at my mom & dad’s.

She paused for a second, as if about to change the subject — perhaps to take exception to my
question — but thought better of it:

“I'm shadowing someone else’s research.” She looked me in the eye: from one eye to the
other, in fact.

“Do they know?” | quipped, in order to break the tension.

She nodded my flippancy aside & continued: “He’s doing primary research & I'm analysing it —
his research — looking at the effects it has, the reasons behind it: the real reasons.”

“God, he must be a good friend... to let you pull his work apart like that.”

“He’s interested in the same kinds of things as me. It's more pulling together than pulling
apart, | hope. It wasn’t really my idea at all. He as good as asked me.”

“As good as?”’

“Well, you know, there's a certain etiquette to these things. He wouldn't want to seem
immodest. That's part of the research as well, | guess: a chapter maybe.”

“So who is he?” Not a partner, | hoped, but not out loud. “Was he at the conference?”

“& there’'s a certain etiquette to this type of thing as well. That isn’t something that you get to
ask me.”

“Oh, sorry,” | muttered, but she didn’t actually seem very serious “I'm... | guess I'm something
of a neophyte.”

“Better a neophyte than an epiphyte, though, huh?”

I laughed quickly, half getting the joke. Mistletoe was an epiphyte, | remembered: a kind of
parasite. Anyway, my relief that she wasn’t above a bit of crap University witticism herself was
difficult to hide.

“Sorry, one of the dangers of studying academics is you end up talking like them... Besides, |
couldn't tell you even if | wanted to. It'd influence the research & make the whole thing a lot
more complicated if anyone else found out who the subject was.”

“I suppose you're right. So, what? Do you follow him around then?”
“Not exactly, no.” She paused, then, impenetrably: “I guess | do go where he's been though.”

“To boldly go where one man has been before.”
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I am bound to point out that the word ‘television’—which might, in some
idyllic projection of society, have come to mean a technologically enhanced
ability to peer into the furthest reaches of space and time (and the most
obscure regions of human understanding)—is now irreversibly attached to
the everyday idiot-box, from which we get a far more mindless depiction of
the universe and the future reminiscent of the American ‘B-feature.” The
Quatermass Experiment, which seems to be quite literally znveigling its way into
the nation’s consciousness as 1 write, is no-doubt a particularly dismal

example.

The consequences of the insidious influence television is already having on
the national consciousness is dramatized by the poet more than it is
explicitly denounced. The canto is easily read as a vitriolic satire on the kind
of debasement of society and literature which this technological toy might
instigate, depict and symbolically represent. ‘Easily’, that is, if it were always
easy to remember. It is not. In a precise mirroring of the process of forgetting
that characterizes our hypnotized response to the television itself—think of
the ‘soma’ and the ‘feelies’ in Huxley’s Brave New World—the poet allows us
to lose sight of the influence this voice is having on our minds as we are
lulled into a state of susceptibility by its mantra-like rhythms. As a
response, he is demanding that we break the spell and perform, by a
process of critical reading, precisely the kind of rejection of this voice that

he would like us to enact in contemporary life.

Fortunately there are one or two moments, just as there tend to be in Swift,
where this ironic masquerade cannot contain the poet’s righteous
indignation. The irony therefore becomes reversed and, rather like a
double-negative, we catch a glimpse of what the poet really thinks. One
such moment, perhaps the most important in the piece, is where this voice
is allowed to express the poet’s true belief that it is television which is
turning us, metaphorically, into the debased coinage which is the spiritual

voice of future decadence:
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2004 WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 7

“That’s right” she chuckled politely.

“The prime directive,” | announced, milking the joke until it suddenly seemed to make a weird
kind of sense.

She rolled her eyes by way of a playful dismissal of any such infantile analogies between her
work & anything to do with science fiction. She clearly didn't know much about Star Trek,
though. So | thought I’d work in the idea:

“Isn’t there a danger your activities, your presence (however shadowy), might end up seriously
affecting his work: making it into something else, something designed entirely for your
consumption?” She winced at the word ‘consumption’. “Or, on the other hand, maybe it could
make him try too hard to produce something which confounds your interpretation?”

“I seriously hope so. That’s the point.” She beamed. There was some niggling uncertainty
behind her confidence however.

“This dialectic effect you were talking about?”

“If you like.” She seemed a little suspicious of the question, & suddenly rather fed up with the
conversation.

“Interesting. So... on that thought: fancy another? Same again?”

| ordered two more pints, resisting the temptation to look back & check if anyone else could
see just how pretty she was from this corner of the bar. She might be looking over here herself.

She changed her tone to gently ironise proceedings on my return, “Anyway, what about yours?”

| began a deliberately self-deprecating outline of my thoughts on comedy: how we should
reread certain seemingly dead—-pan sorts of writing as comic performances — especially
criticism & theory, but also how | couldn’t decide between following this idea up with a critical
thesis on some delimited area of literature or criticism, or by actually coming up with my own
new stuff: supporting the expansion of comic (rather than simple, truth—conditional) writing in
the academy by actually doing it myself... blah.

It was a mess. | couldn’t seem to make my ideas intersect as well as sometimes they
miraculously had used to do all by themselves when | began to speak or write. (Hence my
success as an undergraduate, & my funding.) | was groping around for a thesis like a man
trying to scratch an itchy foot without taking off his shoe. She sat & watched me grope.

Somehow, though, with every garbled thought that struggled from my head, Hannah seemed to
grow more pensive & less... happy. Eventually, as | trailed off into vapid speculation about
writing a fictional thesis, something which might dovetail quite nicely with her own work (I was
flirting very clumsily, | suppose) — a parody or something — she asked:

“Would you say it was... Creative Writing?”
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TV’s a stand-in for the British sun.

We bronze our features in its beta rays.
And as it reaches its meridian,

We’re mad enough to keep it in our gaze
Until some lasting damage can be done:

Our skin anneals; our eyes begin to glaze.
I sound like one of those self-righteous saddos,

But turn your telly round and watch the shadows

37

Reticulating round your furniture;

Just give your own imagination sway
To picture its own mental signature.

Perhaps you’ll question what I can convey,
Redoing Plato’s cave in miniature,

But is it less insane the other way?
To contemplate a source of radiation

Was once a sign of mental aberration.)

The implication is clear: we should resist a surface reading of the poem
(itself the voice of American-style commercial television) if we ourselves
are not to become the counterfeit narrators of the dystopia it predicts.
Television will stamp the fake values of a morally degenerative ideology in
the substance of our psyches. We should look beyond this to the light
outside Plato’s cave and, in order to do so, we must constantly bring to
mind the implicit distinction the epigraphic stanza draws between the
ancient role of the poet-soothsayer and the modern role of the television
station ‘continuity announcer’. This first announcement—the only point at
which the voice reveals whose it really is—both mocks and insinuates
television’s shadowy connotations of supernatural prescience. The poem is
thereby introduced as an appalling ‘vision” poem (the pre-eminent mode of
galvanising moral verse in the English tradition since Langland’s Piers the

Plowan; Skeat’s seminal edition of which I can only hope to emulate here.)
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2004 THURSDAY, JANUARY 8

She seemed upset. “Maybe,” | concurred, if only in the hope it would cheer her up, “I don’t
actually like to call it that. | think of it...”

| stopped. Her head had dropped. A sound like someone winnowing grain or maybe gold—
prospecting with a riffle tray, began to emerge as if through the top of her head, interspersed
with little gasps whenever her lungs demanded oxygen. Her shoulders & the chocolate ringlets
of her hair shuddered slightly with the effort.

| couldn’t think of anything to do. A moment ago, she’d been as breezy as you like, & now...
I’d certainly never had a reaction quite as bad as this one to an explanation of my academic
work. Admittedly, my mom did fall asleep — & | mean, literally, she fell asleep — the first time
| attempted to describe the thesis to her. She’d had a typically long day though, & was only
asking out of kindness. This was different. Here was somebody who heard this kind of claptrap
every day. She studied it. It couldn’t possibly have been my incompetence that had upset her,
could it? It must be something else.

| didn’t think | knew her well enough to put an arm around her. | would have liked to. She had
narrow shoulders that would’ve made my arm & hand seem unusually powerful & protective. |
really would have liked to.

| searched my pockets for a tissue, knowing full well | didn’t have one. Eventually, she wiped
her eyes & cheeks with the red cotton of her long—sleeved T—shirt. Her nose wasn’t running,
thank God: the thought of snot dribbling over her top lip...

“I'm sorry,” she said, “very embarrassing, | know.”

“No it’s fine... really.”

“It's just...” she tried to form the shape with her mouth of the first vowel or consonant of the
word she was about to say; it kept changing. Entirely inappropriately, my sleep—deprived
imagination suddenly envisioned her breaking into some early fifties popular jazz number like a
character in a Dennis Potter drama. | really hoped she didn’t start to cry again; | didn’t think |
could bear any more of those little syncopated gasps: “you... what you said...” she finally
cajoled the words out, “it reminded me of someone.”

| waited. | wanted to know who. This was another ‘someone’ in her life: first the research—
partner—cum-—experimental-subject, now the one who | reminded her of & who made her cry. If
I’'d said anything | knew | wouldn't have found out. It's like one of those old text adventure
games. Sometimes you have to just write ‘wait’ a few times to make the right things happen.

Walit.
Hannah lifts a ringlet of her hair away from her face & sighs.

Wait.
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As such, it perhaps comes closer, both in terms of its form and its
unsettling atmosphere of semantic and moral ambiguity, to Yeats’s ‘Sailing
to Byzantium’ (1927) than to the poem it explicitly burlesques. In other
words, the tawdry parody of Don Juan is the surface sheen of the
commercial television station: the poem’s flimsy gilt-leat. In truth the

mettle of this poem is the ironic voice of a Yeatsian visionary.

The spirit of the piece might be understood as taking its ‘bodily form’ not

... from any natural thing,
But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make
Of hammered gold and gold enamelling
To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;
Or set upon a golden bough to sing
To lords and ladies of Byzantium

Of what is passed or passing or to come.

The ‘Grecian goldsmiths’ are identified by our poet not just as the artists
who decorated the cathedral walls with ‘gold enamelling” but also as the
workers of the mint, the ‘form... of hammered gold’ being quite readily

glossable as a coin.

Two facts of numismatic history are important to this reading. The first is
that the foundation of Constantinople—the New Rome—and thereby the
formation of the Christian Eastern Roman Empire we call ‘Byzantium’, was
inseparable from the minting of the so/idus (in terms of denomination, the
ancestor of the English sbz/ling; but in material, appearance and use, having
much more in common with the gold soverezgn). The pre-eminence of the
Byzantine Empire over that of the Latin West throughout the Dark Ages
was not merely gymbolized by the new solid-gold coin of Emperor
Constantine (introduced to halt the piecemeal debasements of the
Augustan aurens over the previous two centuries) but quite literally emzbodied

by it.
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2004 FRIDAY, JANUARY 9

‘You remind me of my favourite ever teacher,’ she admits, at last,

‘He was a lovely man: an English teacher, & a poet. He taught us
about the delicate power of words, how they actually changed the

way people thought — not just what they thought, but the way they
thought — & he taught us the physical beautly of words, how they

make the body change when you say them: the lips, the tongue, the
diaphragm, the expressions of the face. For him, poelry was something
you could taste & touch. it was a lover. it could make you laugh or cry;
sometimes you could argue with it, you could be furious; sometimes it
would baffle you with its enigmatic behaviour, but always you wanted

/t to reach out & touch you, to comfort you or passionately tear your
clothes away. He made us learn whole poems off by heart & perform
them. which sounds fantastically dull, but it wasn't. It was fantastically sexy.’

Wait.

All the girls had a crush on him. One Monday, we were all told in
assembly that he d slid his motorbike on an icy road somewhere in the
Highlands of Scotland & plummeted over a cliff. He was trying to get

to a phonebox to call his fiancée. We all imagined we were his fiancée.
The girls were all so distraught they had to close the school for a week.’

Wait.

‘To this day, every time | hear ‘A Passionate Shepherd to his Love’
| tremble all over.”’

Wait
‘You don't know it do you?’ she asks.

Say ‘Come live with me & be my love... efc.

What Hannah really told me that afternoon was the following, (to summarise): she had lived for
two years with her ex—partner, a bright but unpredictable postgraduate student called Amrit
Singh who was doing a PhD in literary theory with one of those ambitiously short titles: ‘Plural
Theories of Fiction Praxis’ or something. In the third year of his research he had taken a
decision similar to the one | was myself contemplating (one which, by the way, his supervisor
considered to be academically suicidal): namely, to shift from simply expounding fiction praxis
(as he called it) to actually employing it. He began a vast & seemingly interminable piece of
self-conscious writing & research called 7he Zomby PFroject, which, because he was
intellectually very obstinate, nobody (not even Hannah herself) could convince him to abandon.
“This was before I'd really started my own research,” she explained, “I didn’t have the right air
of authority...”



It is fair to say, 1 think, that ‘Byzantium’—its casaropapism, its
transcendental iconography, its use of Greek instead of Latin, its alchemical
focus on gold as the perfect state of matter: the very epitome of the ‘Unity
of Being’ summed up in the equivalence of form and content—iuas the

Solidus; and the Solidus was ‘Byzantium’.

The second fact is that W. B. Yeats, between 1926 and 1928, chaired the
first coinage committee of the Irish Free State. In a speech to the Seanad
Eireann on March 31 1926, he said: ‘Designs in connection with postage
stamps and coinage may be described, I think, as the silent ambassadors of
national taste.” At the time of writing ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, the committee
was engaged in a discussion as to whether the coins should carry (on the
reverse) religious iconography (as had the Byzantine solidus) or
mythographic animals like those depicted on the coins issued by the pagan
city states of Ancient Greece. In the end it was decided that the ‘wealth of
Ireland’, of which the coins were to be merely tokens, was ‘natural’; and so
the animal icons were chosen. To this day, the Irish threepenny piece
appears to depict the hare of Messana, as does their shilling the bull of
Thurii, and their half-crown the Carthaginian horse. ‘Fish, flesh or fow!’
were chosen over beatific ‘monuments of their own muniticence.” Crucially,
it was thought that if the coinage were to carry any Christian iconography,
there might be a serious impact made on the economy by the number

turned into religious medals. The Irish Free State always had a lot more
God than it had gold.?

3 There is some suggestion, though largely eradicated from Coinage of Saorstit Fireann (1928), that the eventual
decision to commission the English artist Percy Metcalfe to design all 8 coins was a political one. It was
taken, that is, in the knowledge that the chairman’s own preferred solution—to use two or three designs from
the best two or three artists—would have required the state to commission work from the Italian medallist,
Publio Morbiducci. Five yeats eatlier, Morbiducci had created the very first piece of Fascist art (and even
provided the movement with its definitive icon) when he produced a fasce design (a bundle of rods rolled
around an axe: originally a symbol of Roman Imperial power) for the reverse of the new 2 lira piece. The
fasce had first appeared on a modern coin in the talons of the American Eagle on the reverse of the US
‘Mercury’ dime in 1916, but Morbiducci’s design was the one to introduce a genuine ‘fascist wsthetic’ to the
world. Yeats found it difficult to disguise his admiration for the new politics and new asthetic of Mussolini’s
party. He described the muscular, threatening interpretation of the Bull of Thurii in Morbiducci’s
submission—with its massive arched neck, heavy pistle and pawing right front hoof—as ‘magnificent’.
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2004 SATURDAY, JANUARY 10

His research seemed focused very heavily on envisioning the City of Birmingham from the point
of view of its vagrants. He became obsessed with one old tramp in particular, a silent & almost
entirely unresponsive old geezer who he would follow everywhere in order to observe. He
virtually became a tramp himself, only returning home from his wanderings (& whatever else he
got up to) every other day or so to eat; & only once a week, at erratic intervals, would he visit
the office he shared at the University to transfer the jottings in his notebooks onto the computer
or to photocopy things (often new editions or references he’d found to Luther's Liber
Vagatorum, or something seemingly irrelevant about counterfeit coins).

This continued for about five months, during which time Amrit paid her no attention at all; he
never even noticed that Hannah was becoming heavily pregnant. Her pregnancy was already
well into its sixth month by the time she confronted him with the obvious truth to which he had
somehow, up to that point, been studiously oblivious. “You have to understand,” she said, “I
was still somewhat in awe of him. Most people at the University seemed to think he was some
kind of an eccentric genius. | didn't want to be the one who'd stifled his research. It sounds
stupid, | know.” Once she had convinced him to acknowledge the situation, though, he
promised to stay at home & be more responsible. Over the last few months, he did stay at
home, but spent most of his time in the little study, which he was supposed to be transforming
into a bedroom for the baby, writing up the results of his stalled research. (God, | almost said
aborted). Hannah didn’t mind this too much because he seemed to be attempting to knock the
thing on the head before the baby was born. So she let him get on with it. The baby could
sleep in the same room as them for a couple of months, after all.

When Hannah finally went into labour, Amrit never left his study. She went to the hospital with
her mother & a friend from University. The birth went okay. It wasn’t as painful as she'd
expected but it had taken longer: four hours, which isn't actually long at all but she’d just
expected it to be quicker for some reason. Hannah was back in the house two days later &
Amrit had never once been to visit her or their new baby boy at the QE. He was refusing to talk.
He had fitted a bolt to the door. After a few hours of door banging & tears (the latter from both
the baby & herself), she’d decided she was far too tired to care any more & that the best thing
was to leave him to stew in his own juice for a while. This remained the situation for the next
nine days — Hannah dealing with all the demands a new life makes upon the world & Amrit...
doing whatever it was he was doing in his study & only sneaking out from time to time to piss
or eat when they were both asleep, or occupied with something that distracted their attention.
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Yeats’ ‘golden bough’ alludes self-consciously to J. G. Frazet’s eponymous
‘Study of Magic and Religion’. Frazet’s is an attempt to provide an account
of the evolution of all religious thought by explaining, in anthropological
terms, Virgil’s symbol of the Golden Bough, on which the doves of Venus
sit which sing the future to Aneas, who then—following the instructions
of the Sybil of Cuma—>breaks it off and carries it with him in order to gain
entry to (and have protection in) the underworld. Yeats is clearly drawing a
comparison between his ‘Vision’ and that of Aneas witnessing the future

glories of the empire he will found.

Considering Yeats’s election to the senate of the newly formed Irish Free
State, and his anti-Latinism, this comparison cannot fail to have its ironies.
By turns, the poet of this Canto takes Yeats’s debased comparison to its
most grotesque extreme, presenting a vision of the future, not of a glorious
Rome or a transcendent Byzantium, but of an all too earth-bound and
inglorious Great Britain: a society characterized by sexual and moral
degradation, alcoholism, crime, violence and surreal reversals of logic, seen
as if on Television. Just as Marlowe’s Helen is a hideous succubus,
Britannia has become a dark and towering #ravesty medusa in a Union Jack
dress, against whom the fake gold sovereign is no defence precisely because
it is itself the Mephistopheles that has brought forth the Sibylline harridan:
it is a diabolical inversion of the moly which protects Odysseus from
emasculation at the hands of Circe, the shields of Perseus and Aineas, the

wgis of Athene and the Golden Bough itself.
It is worth quoting Yeats at length:

I think that in early Byzantium, and maybe never before or since in
recorded history, religious, aesthetic and practical life were one, that
architects and artificers—though not, it may be, poets, for language
had been the instrument of controversy and must have grown
abstract—spoke to the multitude and the few alike. The painter and
the mosaic worker, the worker in gold and silver, the illuminator of
Sacred Books, were almost impersonal, almost perhaps without
consciousness of individual design, absorbed in their subject-matter
and that the vision of a whole people.
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2004 SUNDAY, JANUARY 11

Hannah's mother would come round every day after work to help her out. On the eleventh day
of the baby’s life — he was still unnamed & officially unregistered (strangely, this was the thing
that hurt her most, she said, perhaps because the comparison with the standard bureaucratic
procedure had brought it home to her just how unusual & unfair her partner’s actions had
become) — Hannah got up to answer the door to her mother, as usual, leaving the baby
asleep in the kitchen (for once). She couldn’t have been gone for longer than a minute. They
stood in the hall & chatted in hushed tones about the situation with Amrit, rehearsing the same
old arguments, until they heard the baby crying in a strangely muffled way & hurried back into
the kitchen to find Amrit slumped against the doorjamb with the baby in his arms, rocking
backwards & forwards & repeating the word ‘no.” Hannah screamed, worrying that he might do
some damage, whether intentionally or not, & grabbed the bawling baby back off its father &
handed him to her mom. She then approached Amrit, who was still rocking & saying simply,
‘no... no... no’ to the accompaniment of their wailing child, & reached out to touch his face.
He flinched, then stood up & walked slowly down the hall & out of the house without closing
the door behind him. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since.

The baby was fourteen months old now & had never met his father. The CSA had turned up
nothing in all that time. There were enough Amrit Singhs in Birmingham alone to make the job
nigh on impossible. Anyway, he probably wouldn't use that name. He never did when he was
‘undercover’ doing his research. The baby’s name was Sam: like mine. She confessed this was
actually the main reason she'd come up & spoken to me in the first place... though she had
been interested in my paper too: its similarities to Amrit's way of thinking. It was my abstract
which had initially convinced her to attend the conference. She even thought | might’ve turned
out to be him.

& also, if she was honest, her research was partly an excuse to go to places where she
thought he might turn up. Or else to look for someone else who might... She wasn’t so much
angry with him. She had been to begin with, obviously, but not any more. She was worried. He
must've had a nervous breakdown; maybe renewing contact with his son might help to bring
him back.

| didn’t know what | thought of that. | didn’t have children of my own, & hadn’t had a nervous
breakdown... yet... touch wood. | wondered out loud whether men ever suffered from post—
natal depression.



They could copy out of old Gospel books those pictures that seemed
as sacred as the text, and yet weave all into a vast design, the work of
many that seemed the work of one, that made building, picture,
pattern, metal-work of rail and lamp, seem but a single image, and
this vision, this proclamation of their invisible master, had the Greek
nobility, Satan always the still half divine Serpent, never the horned
scarecrow of the didactic Middle Ages. (A Vision, 1925 p.191)*

The tempting Byronic flippancies are identified with the glib voice of
commercial television and, like the cajoling words of Milton’s Satan and the
psychagogic incantations flirted with by Yeats, they are to be resisted. The
linguistic and moral environments are both characterized by this dangerous

Yeatsian antinomy; it is one in which ‘the centre cannot hold’.

Words are ‘counter words’, not simply in the sense that their stems are
severed from their roots and they become—Iike tokens in a game (or ‘fiat
money’)—bandied about with little or no correspondence to their original
meanings, but more uncannily as words which are ‘contrary’ to themselves.
As Sigmund Freud contends, in the ‘primal’ semantic environment of

dreams the only words that can exist are necessarily ‘antithetical’.

There is a clear line of descent in this kind of thinking through the more
tortured and tortuous meditations of German philosophy (Hegel,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche) and it is not at all irrelevant to a reading of this
poem that this is the point at which Freudian Psychoanalysis is supposed
by Lenin to intersect with Marxist Dialectics. This too, the poem says, is a

tempting fiction to be shunned.

4 This is a clear indication, if any were needed, of Yeats’s gnosticism. Many gnostics of the Byzantine era, for
example, believed the serpent in the Garden of Eden to have been sent as a messenger of Sophia (wisdom) to
help humanity defy the Deminrge who had imprisoned them in his creation. There is also the Kabbalistic image
to be borne in mind of the lightning strike of knowledge on the tree of life, which could just as easily
represent a serpentine ascent as a thunderclap of revelation. The Kabbala, after all, is posited on the notion
that the Bible does not mean what on the surface it appears to say. The final source from antiquity which
might complete the trinity of the ‘half divine serpent’ is Pythia, the Sybil of Delphi, who is associated with the
snake-goddess of Python—herself a version of the ancient snake-handling deities in the city-states of Assyria,
Mesopotamia and Persia. This last example obviously bridges the imaginative gap back to the Golden Bough.
The Sybil at Cume is, at the very least, the offspring of Pythia. She tells AEneas to search for a particular tree
in the wood and to pull a golden branch off it. The story is patently similar to that of the Tree of Knowledge
in Genesis. Who is to say the Golden Bough could not, in fact, have been a snake?
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2004 MONDAY, JANUARY 12

| don’t really know why | was still playing the likeable dimwit; Hannah was obviously still in love
with her ex & anyway, she had a kid to worry about. I'd also, however, never had an affair with
a single mother before...

“I think | know how to find him,” she said, returning from a trip to the toilet as if she’d made
some kind of resolution in there, “but | just can’t face the job myself.”

“How?” | asked. | was about to say | didn't know what | was letting myself in for, but in a
strange way I’'m pretty certain that | did.

“There must be something in his papers that could hold the key to his whereabouts. He
produced an absolute welter of writing in that little study in those last two months.”

“You never cleared the study out? Or even read the stuff?”

“I couldn’t face it. He was always very touchy with his papers. Or at least,” she mustered a
dark little chuckle to try & cheer things along a bit, “he never wanted me to be touchy with
them. We once had a terrible row because I'd asked him to tidy up a bit. It was entirely for his
benefit | was saying it. He could never find anything & it made him really angry with himself. To
be fair, he never used to take it out on me, but he would punch himself on the jaw repeatedly &
throw things about the place like a kid having a tantrum just because a reference to some
obscure event in history from some even more obscure source had disappeared (even though
he'd known precisely where it was before). I'd obviously moved things about, he would say. He
had a very sophisticated system of piling things around his feet so that the layers of paper in
his study corresponded directly to the way the memories of reading them were laid down in his
mind. For this reason, my meddling attempts to rationalise his work like some kind of manic
librarian (who could only put ‘one thing in one place at a time': as if there were any other way
of putting things in places) was actually more like a bull in a china shop than any rationalising
influence. You just want to take my brain & make it like yours, he said. That really hurt.”

“So | promised to leave his papers alone from that point on: not that I'd ever meddled with
them much before, only fished out the occasional unpaid bill or thrown away a few plastic—
wrapped sales brochures or whatever, but the point was that | wouldn’t nag him about them
either. When he left, | suppose | felt that tidying the room up would mean | didn’t care about
him any more; like | was going back on our agreement. That was his brain in there. | didn't
want to make it look like mine.”

She held back her tears — not for the first time that day — moistening her lips to control the
tension in her face.
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The example of this phenomenon most often cited in English is the verb
‘to cleave’. The reason for its illustrative ubiquity is clear: the paradoxical
action which the verb encapsulates (at once an impassioned combination
and a forcible division—to cleave #ogether and to cleave 7z #wo) is precisely
the effect these words have upon their antithetical senses. It is therefore a

word which slices through the thematic and semantic fabric of the poem.

It is the ‘counter’ however which is closest to this poem’s core. ‘Counter’ is
(amongst many other things) a colloquial term for a worthless coin. It is
impossible to say whether this usage derives from the root compter (to
count) or contre (against): both French. The former gives us one who calenlates
ot an object used in calenlation—and, thereby, a symbolic token of value and an
intrinsically valueless coin; but the latter gives us precisely the same ultimate
denotation via an abbreviation of ‘counterfeit’ contrefait—‘made against’
(‘against’, that is, the authority whose seal it falsely carries). A ‘counter’, in
numismatic terms, is therefore something which stands both for and against
the sovereignty which confers the value it claims for itself (in the absence

of intrinsic worth) by inscribed denomination. A ‘counter’ is at once a zoken

and a fake.

If ‘cleave’ is the verb that wields the semantic threat of the ‘primal words’
in this nightmarish premonition (from which we must force ourselves to
awake), ‘counter’ is the noun that sums them up. Cleave is a counter and

counters cleave.

To appoint a ‘counter’ as the narrator of a story that accosts the reader with
a travesty (the recounter of an encounter with a contradiction), is implicitly (one
hopes) to denounce the deregulated token monetarism forged in
Birmingham, now returning to us from America, which debases all intrinsic
value in our culture and society and therefore makes such debilitating and
surreal artifices as this poem (such brummagem toys) possible. Instead, we
should return to the ancient traditions of honesty, nobility and stable value

embodied in the authoritative seal of the monarch.
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2004 TUESDAY, JANUARY 13

| considered saying something jokey & complimentary about how cool her brain would probably
look if it was a study — like a showroom in the Ideal Study exhibition, or something — luckily |
thought better of it. | really woul/d have to stop thinking about kissing her.

“But you'd never read any of it before?”
“No, never: | didn’t want to jinx the thing. Some people can be superstitious.”
“Yeh, | know.”

“To be honest, the real reason is that I'm absolutely terrified of what I'll find. You know that
moment in serial killer movies where they find the madman’s secret cellar, or a shed or
whatever, with bizarre cuttings & things in foreign languages all over the walls... it’s a bit like
that. You don'’t really want to look at it: just in case... not even when you know it’s a fiction. It’s
hard to tell whether all that stuff is just a symptom of the madness, or whether looking at it all
that time, & working on it, whether it’s that strange, obsessive activity & all those crazy
collages of information which have driven a previously sane man mad.”

“Haven’t you even been in there?” | asked, becoming genuinely worried | was being sucked into
a gothic nightmare for a second.

“No, no, of course | have. | go in there almost every day, half expecting him to be hunched
over the desk, asleep on his hands after working all night. | know full well it doesn’t really look
like some nutter’s hideaway. It's a perfectly normal, messy little academic study with books &
papers everywhere. There’s a window. You can even see in from the garden. I've cleaned up all
the coffee cups & ashtrays & stuff. It looks quite charming really. It’s just that if | started
reading, I'd be terrified of plunging into some twisted, mind-altering fantasy he was
constructing. The things he used to talk about were sometimes very odd. | couldn’t risk that,
for Sam’s sake.”

“I'm sure it's perfectly normal... boring even.”

“In some ways, it might be better if it actually was insane: completely impossible to fathom —
d’you know what | mean? — that way it wouldn’t pose a threat, | could just get rid of it all.
Knowing Amrit though, it wouldn’t be like that: he was usually very precise & persuasive in the
way he expressed himself. He could say the most unlikely things, as | mentioned, but you
always wanted to go with him, somehow.”

“I think you should read it: some of it at least.” By now, | thought we’d reached the stage of
friendship, even though it had been less than a couple of hours, (or perhaps, at least, we'd
reached the stage of drunkenness) at which | could offer my advice.

“/think you should read it,” she replied.

| took a swig of beer to hide the shock. It was starting to taste a bit too warm & slightly acidic,
but | wanted it all the same. | tried to laugh off her suggestion.



This can only happen if the monarch is allowed to ‘tell the truth™ if, that is,
the value of the sovereigh coinage is once again made to correspond
directly to that of the gold and silver in which it is uttered. If we continue
to allow Birminghamized American culture to force these debased coinages
(semantic, monetary and pharmaceutical) to circulate in our mouths, our
wallets and our arteries, the entire nation will be rendered shoddy, fake and

barely conscious.

For these dangerous and degenerative elements commercial television is
the very pabulum they need to flourish. Here is the means by which an
ersaty ideology can consolidate its grip on the public imagination via the
technological weapons which the ignorant and ill-informed have installed in
their own sitting rooms. If we do not take heed of what this poem has to
tell us, if we fail to reject the cunning rhetoric it satirically exemplifies, and
which is already taking possession of our airwaves, soon it will be
impossible to tell representation from reality, intoxication from sobriety,
black from white and male from female; Britannia herself will be re-cast as
a bibulous Creole homosexual dart-player; everything and everywhere, this

poem cautions, will be Brummagen T1 .

That tragic and intractable phenomenon of relativist anarchy which we
watch with apprehension on the other side of the Atlantic but which there
is interwoven with the history and existence of the States itself, is coming
upon us here by our own volition and our own neglect. Indeed, it has all
but come. It will be of American proportions long before the end of the
century. Only resolute and urgent action will avert it even now. Whether
there will ever be the public will to demand and obtain that action, and
therefore to publish grievous warnings of this kind, I do not know. All I
know... all this poem knows... is that to see, and not to speak, would be

the great betrayal.
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2004 WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 14

“No seriously,” she said, “I’'m sure you’d understand it more than | would. It’s your field.”

| didn’'t know precisely what my field was, but she was probably right about Amrit's work being
the kind of thing | was a little more used to reading than a Sociologist would be.

“Do you really think it would help get your husband back?”
“My partner: we never married, for feminist reasons... his rather than mine.”

“Shit, sorry,” | said, through ironically gritted teeth “desperately old—fashioned thing to say.”
That really was a stupid mistake. The apology was even worse than the original gaffe.
Desperately old—rfashioned? | sounded like bloody Prince Charles. | was slightly mimicking her
private—school accent, | suppose. | badly needed to eat something more substantial than a
packet of salt & vinegar McCoys in order to soak up the booze. | was far too drunk already to
make a rational decision on this subject. | couldn’t even remember the basic details, for
christsake.

She grinned, “I do;” she pressed, “there’s got to be a clue in there of some kind.”

“Yes,” | nodded slowly, trying to use that few seconds to think up some way of wriggling out of
this weird situation whilst simultaneously keeping open the possibility of seeing Hannah again;
or, more to the point, of getting the opportunity to slowly take off her clothes. Nothing beyond
sexual fantasies came to mind. There was nothing for it: | would have to change the subject.

“It must be hard looking after a kid on your own...” the words were like an instant cold shower;
I usually have to think of my grandad pissing in a rusty metal bucket in the shed with nothing
but a pair of wellies on, but this was just as good: “who’s got him now?”

| bit into my gums to avoid literally kicking myself as she took the hint & checked her watch,
“My dad: he’s great with kids. I'd better give them a call though actually. He's driving us back
to Brum.”

“Yeh, sorry. I've been monopolising you.”

She smiled in a semi-stoical sort of way & finished her drink. | really was fucking sorry: sorry
that | wouldn’t even get a chance to share her now.

She busied herself with her coat & phone & so on. She obviously had no intention of even
leaving the pub at the same time as me after such a humiliating rejection of her plea for help. |
took a quick sip of beer & put the glass back on the beermat with a gulp or two left in the
bottom... like someone off Eastenders. | didn't want to prolong the awkwardness by making
her wait for me.

“Erm..." | didn’t know what to say. How the hell was | going to get her number how?
“Listen,” she chirped, coming to my rescue — it was an act of extreme generosity &
forgiveness, | think — “I want you to think about it. | really would be grateful if you could just

take a quick look at Amrit’s study one day... when you've got a bit of time.”
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I hope my faith in its dreadful prescience will give me steel enough to bring
the project to a point at which this preface might be fleshed out: to include,
for instance, some discussion of the poem’s authorship. I suspect however,
by the time our tastes have been sufficiently inured to its indecent content
tor the piece to be deemed acceptable for publication, and therefore in
need of a proper introduction, that its dire predictions (and those of my

impetuous student) may already, necessarily, have come to pass.

R. H. Twigg, Temple College, Oxford, October 1953
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2004 THURSDAY, JANUARY 15

| nodded as reassuringly, but also as non—committally, as possible. She took out a green pen
& a pink rectangle of post-it notes & began to scribble something.

“I'll give you my email address;” she said, “send me a copy of your paper... I'd be interested
to take another look.”

She was about to hand it over — presenting it ceremoniously between her thumb & index finger
like a priest with a fluorescent pink communion wafer — then thought better of it & leant over
the altar of the pub table to press the sticky part gently against my forehead.

She smiled: more happily this time. “Bye bye,” she said.

For some reason (perhaps it was an act of penitence) | didn't take the post—it off my head until
the pub—door had shut behind her. | fully expected it to say dickhead or something of the sort,
but it was genuinely an email address. It was obviously designed to let me know exactly where |
stood though. Here it is:

b food ftt S
WM"KQ @ Lot . com |

| can still feel her fingers dabbing it on my forehead like a kiss.
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Section 1(a)
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AT THE CORONATION

¢ ] saw her youthful, saw her ardent brow
For service and for sovereignty bent.’
‘I heard the single music of her vow
With great and ghostly voices in consent.’
‘So young she looked for such vast enterprise.’
‘Antiquity I saw in a young queen’s eyes.’

I saw her crowned.” ‘I heard in solemn phrase

The kingly God who crowned her called to bless.
‘Yet did I grieve that these ungentle days

Should fall to one who looked all gentleness.’
‘All gentle, yet she bore such royal mien
As when the first Elizabeth was queen.’

If so 1t be, then may her reign inspire

Men great with deeds and poets great with song.’
‘Since so it was, may vision take new fire

And ancient virtue through her youth be strong,
Tull with her age’s far horizon come
The second, a more true, millennium.’

2 JUNE 1953

n

G. ROSTREVOR HAMILTON
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fig. 2: G. Rostrevor Hamilton ‘At the Coronation’,

Vol. IX, no. 53, Summer 1953 (title page) [facsimile]

in English,
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2004 FRIDAY, JANUARY 16

From: “Sam Trainor” <invertedpodsnap@yahoo.co.uk>
To: “Amrit Singh” <gregorsamosa@hotmail.com>
Sent: Sunday, August 17, 2003 8:40 AM

Subject: Re: Re: to find Amrit Singh

Thanks for the tip. 2042 really would’ve been a long time to wait for me to get back in touch. | can’t
say | was any less surprised to find one from “Amrit Singh” in my Inbox though. That was really
quite disconcerting. | have the preview thing switched off, in case of viruses, so | had one of those
heart-fluttering moments when you don’t want to open the message for fear of what's inside.

| guess you're just using an old email account of his. Do you have another one?
sam

From: “Amrit Singh” <gregorsamosa@hotmail.com>
To: “Sam Trainor” <invertedpodsnap@yahoo.co.uk>
Sent: Saturday, August 16, 2003 8:21 AM

Subject: Re: to find Amrit Singh

>Thanks Sam, end of July sounds good. Drop me a line when you know travel

>plans and so on and we’ll organise a day for you to come round.

>

>P.S. The time’s way out on your PC. That's happened to me before. Remember to click
>Cancel rather than OK after you use the desktop calendar to look up dates.

>From: “Sam Trainor” <invertedpodsnap@yahoo.co.uk>

>To: “Amrit Singh” <gregorsamosa@hotmail.com>

>Sent: Thursday, August 14, 2042 3:34 PM

>Subject: to find Amrit Singh

>

>>Hi Hannah,

>>

>>Sorry this has taken so long. I've been pretty busy. I'm just writing... well, to
>>find out if this is the right address (like the name by the way) and to say that
>>|'d be happy to take a look through the papers in Amrit’s study if you're still
>>interested. | finish teaching at summer school at the end of August, so |
>>might be able to make it back to Brum for the 27" or the 28", Otherwise, it'd
>>have to be after Christmas.

>>| et me know what you think.

>>sam ;)
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Next up on BTV — a counterfeiter

Takes on £ e champion of drag-queen darts:
Jeff Sloggy pits his wits against £ e glitter

Of Tanya Spears in a bar-room farce
Narrated by a one-pound coin. (It’s shitter

£ an Byron’s, but it’s got its so-so parts.)
L is programme, from the outset, uses slang which
Some viewers might adjudge to be strong language.

0.1 Next up on BT1: At first sight these initials seem to be an acronym for the new American-style
commercial television station the government seems intent on franchising. Perhaps they stand for
British Television’ rather than ‘Brummagem Television’; though it could just as easily be ‘Beta
Television’ (the BBC’s being ‘Alpha Television’). The ‘B’ is uncertain, but “T'V’ reproduces the habit
of broadcasters on the other side of the Atlantic of abbreviating the word ‘television’ as if it were
two hyphenated words. The predilection in the United States for firing hyphens into perfectly good
words, like protons to split the linguistic atom, has proliferated so rapidly of late that the effect has
gone thermonuclear: the superheated semantic atmosphere created by this morphemic fission has,
that is, produced such a dreadful explosion of lexical ‘fusion reactions’ that it is perfectly easy to
believe a sickening dialect of the kind portrayed in this poem could, if the effect were allowed to

spread any further, be the ultimate fallout.

0.2 drag-gueen: A homosexual who dresses professionally as a woman: usually a theatrical female
impersonator or male prostitute who wears extravagant feminine attire and behaves in an
exaggerated, lascivious manner for the comic and/or erotic entertainment of patrons. It is very
important that there are notions implicit in the term ‘drag’ of advertisement, ostentation and
transaction; it is therefore differentiated from ‘transvestism’—which is a non-commercial private
sexual behaviour, ‘hermaphrodism’—which is an unfortunate genetic mutation, and
‘transsexualism’—which is the delusional state of believing yourself (like Vita Sackville-West and her
literary analogue, Virginia Woolf’s Orlando), despite a total absence of biological corroboration, to
have been born into the wrong sex.

A drag-queen makes a simultaneous play (literally a #ravesty) of both an overstated femininity and
an overstated masculinity. Drag deliberately undermines the fundamental dichotomy of sex, and it is
this revolutionary asthetic which has always appealed to the cackling perversions of those who seek
to promote the forces of cultural decadence.

It is a debasement of society resulting from the projected victory of these forces—and, like The
Beggar’s Opera, a debasement of that society’s conception of the literary artform and poesic justice—with
which this poem is concerned. It is entirely fitting that the state of antithetical vagary and debauched
commerce should be overseen by a ‘quean’ (see below) whose stock-in-trade is the antithetical

performance of sex.

0.5 one-pound coin: Another hyphenation. No self-respecting Englishman has ever referred to the sovereign
in such a way. This clumsy phrase is used, rather than certain metrically much more balanced
alternatives (such as ‘sovereign coin’), in order to pile up the hyphenated Americanisms in this
epigraphic stanza and thereby provide a foretaste of the artificially grafted neologisms (cleavages, in the
Freudian sense) of which that country seems so fond (like The Duchess of Malfi, whose ‘vulturous
eating of the apricocks’ from a grafted tree [11i.2] belies her pregnancy with offspring of a dubious
genetic heritage: ‘a springal that cuts a caper in her belly’) and which self-propagate in the futuristic

dialect of this poet’s dystopian vision. See passizz.
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(We should recall that the tree that bears the ‘golden bough’ in The Lneid is described as ‘gemina’
dnal-natured (Book VI li. 205). This is no doubt the source of the ‘ympe tre’ in the Middle English
Romance S$7r Orfeo, under which Heurodis falls asleep at noon and is captured by the Fairy King.
Pethaps this ‘imping’ is more likely to be the result of a natural gpiphyse than an artificial graft ot scion.
Virgil, after all, explicitly likens the Golden Bough to mistletoe, a fact which forms almost the entire
premise for Frazer’s study. The symbol of the epiphyte might turn out to be quite important to this
work. The most famous example is, of coutse, the banyan, which begins as a small parasite (like
mistletoe) and develops into a huge, encroaching tree that strangles and kills its host, leaving behind
a hollow cylinder of knotted roots. The Britain in the poem is one which has disappeared, leaving
only this ugly tangled structure of Brummagem Americanism.)

Then again, it might be better to think of these hyphenations as ‘alloys’ rather than as hybrids or
banyans. The ‘one-pound coin’ itself—the narrator of the greater part of the canto—is made not of
gold (in this future of British degradation in which one suspects all gold is paid in perpetual postwat
tribute to Imperial America) but of a cheap mixture of coppet, nickel and tin with a hyphenated
name: nickel-brass. This reintroduction into circulation of a debased sovereign, in place of the one
pound (promissory) note, seems to have been done—just as one suspects it may have been with the
dodecagonal threepenny uttered in the same cheap metal—by way of a mocking depiction of some
lack of intrinsic value in the currency and the constitution following the collapse of the Gold
Standard.

The prosodic effect of these aloys in this and many other stanzas is to make a strophe of the

ensuing iamb and therefore to force out the insistent rhythm of three consecutive stressed syllables:

4 4 4 14 4 4 4 4 14 r.rs 4

drag-queen darts, bar-room farce, one-pound coin, so-so parts.
The effort to reproduce these emphases makes the reader himself feel rather like a machine for
stamping coins, the inexorable mechanical revolutions of which keep bashing out the poem’s words.
Or perhaps the poem is more like the piston driven machine and the reader the hero of a melodrama
strapped to the conveyor belt, his head moving slowly closer and closer to the repetitively slamming
stamp.

The sense of dangerous infection with everything that we call Birmingham (both the industrial
city itself and, by extension, its industry of discounted mechanical reproduction) is a typical one. In
Robert Southey’s Letters from England, for example, the poet’s fictional Iberian alter-ego Don Manuel
Alvarez Espriella is left reeling after the briefest of encounters:

I am still giddy, dizzied with the hammering of presses, the clatter of engines, and
the whirling of wheels; my head aches with the multiplicity of infernal noises, and
my eyes with the light of infernal fires,— I may add, my heart also, at the sight of so
many human beings employed in infernal occupations, and looking as if they were
never destined for any thing better. Our earth was designed to be a seminary for

young angels, but the devil has certainly fixed upon this spot for his own nursery-
garden and hot-house... Every man whom I meet stinks of train-oil and emery.
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(This poem’s going out to Andrew Motion,

Who couldn’t tackle Johnny Wilkinson’.
Perhaps I haven’t any right to question

What England’s rhyming Rumplestiltskin’s done,
But, Andy, couldn’t you best serve the nation

By sticking poems of that ilk in some
Recycling bin for use as royal bogroll?
Then you could really lick arse with your doggerel.)

Some I have seen with red eyes and green hair; the eyes effected by the fires to which
they are exposed, and the hair turned green by the brass works. You would not,
however, discover any other resemblance to a triton in them for water is an element
with the use of which, except to supply steam engines, they seem to be unacquainted.

The noise of Birmingham is beyond description; the hammers seem never to be at
rest. The filth is sickening... it is active and moving, a living principle of mischief,
which fills the whole atmosphere and penetrates every where, spotting and staining
every thing, and getting into the pores and nostrils. I feel as if my throat wanted
sweeping like an English chimney. [Letter 36, pp.196-8]

0.6 sh*tter than Byron’s: 1f it were not for the scatological inarticulacy of the comparative I would certainly
concur. But this is a typical effect: good taste precludes my seconding of the sentiment and, by
default, I feel implicated in condoning what is in fact a much more disturbing visionary canto than

any in Don Juan, despite (in fact becanse of) its trashy inferiority of style.

0.6 so0-50 parts: Perhaps we are meant, beneath the creak of this see-sawing expression of mediocrity, to hear
a homophonic version—‘sew-sew parts’—the ‘stitching and unstitching’ of Yeats’s Penelopean lines:
fragments of an unfinished and unfinishable tapestry, embroidered by day and unpicked by night to
delay the consummation of an appalling future it must never be allowed to depict, commemorate or

instigate.

0.7 stang. As well as the definitions under the first sense: ‘language of a low and vulgar type’ etc., the OED
also provides the following senses for siang 2. ‘Humbug, nonsense.’; 4. ‘A license, esp. that of a
hawker.’; 5. a. ‘A travelling show.’, b. ‘A performance’, c. ‘attrib. As slang cove, cull, a showman.’; 6.
‘A short weight or measure.’

The word manages polysemously to connect the ‘short measure’ of the counterfeit coin and the
wotld of the dubious hawker of ‘humbug’ verse to the ‘slang cove’ drag-gueen. The OED fails to
provide any etymology for this word (perhaps one of the few serious failings of a nevertheless
seminal work of reference if you consider its integrity as a categorical heading in so many of the
dictionary’s entries) and adds a note to the effect that all senses other than 1. are themselves ‘only in
slang or canting use.’

The connection here, and also elsewhere one suspects, is the language of Gypsies. Vagrants,
carnival folk and tinkers have always dissembled with their tall tales and their fraudulent
petformances, hawked their counterfeit objects and their counterfeit coins, and baffled the credulous
with their shabby diversions of lgerdemain and legerdemot (the hand is quicker than the eye; the tongue
is quicker than the ear). The trinity of senses that interlock like the brass rings of a fairground
conjurer in ‘slang’—cant, con-man and connterfeit—are first demystified by Luthet’s Liber 1 agatorum.
The father of Protestantism, who has a natural predilection for denouncing the supposed chicaneries
of certain mendicant orders of monks (and indeed implicitly to liken the activities of all profiteering
tricksters to the clergy), provides not only a typology of peripatetic fraudsters, but also an itinerary of

the counterfeits they pass and a glossary of their argot. This book is therefore probably the
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progenitor of the modern ‘Dictionaries of Slang’, whose regularity of publication in recent times (at
the hands of idle lexicographers too unimaginative to innovate other than by listing the transient
contemporary idioms that thankfully remain too marginal to warrant inclusion in a genuine
dictionary) seems only to have encouraged a proliferation of slack usages and the development of
countless arcane jargons. Luther’s design is far more ambitious and holistic however; for him, all
three aspects (the vagabonds, the counterfeits and the words), are part and parcel of the same
circulating infection of society for which he prescribed his assiduous schema as the pedagogic cure.
Crucial to this poem’s omnipresent implication of self-criticism, is the idea of poetry’s complicity
in the progress of this infection: the idea that the degeneration of poetry itself has created this vagrant
slang, a symptom of the material changes brought about by capitalism and the profound damage

relativist economics has inflicted on our understanding of the value of words. As Schreiber puts it:

poetry had estranged herself from the Nobility; knights no longer went out on
adventures to seek giants or dragons, or to liberate the Holy Sepulchre; she had
likewise become more and more alien to the citizen, since he considered it unwise to
brood over verses and rhymes, when he was called upon to calculate his profits in
hard cash. Even the “Sons of the Muses,” the Scholars, had become more prosaic,
since there was so much to learn and so many universities to visit, and the masters
could no longer wander from one country to another with thousands of pupils. Then
poetry (as everything in human life gradually descends) began to ally herself with
beggars and vagrants. That which formerly had been misfortune and misery became
soon a sort of free art... Mendicity became a distinct institution, was divided into
various branches, and was provided with a language of its own.

Doubtless... it was the gypsies—appearing... in larger swarms than ever—who
contributed greatly to this state of things. They formed entire tribes of wanderers, as
free as birds in the air, now dispersing themselves, now reuniting, resting wherever
forests or moors pleased, or stupidity or superstition allured them, possessing
nothing, but appropriating to themselves the property of everybody, by stratagem or
rude force. [Taschenbuch fuer Geschichte und Altherthum in Sud-Deutschland, I, 330.
trans. D. B. Thomas The Book of Vagabonds and Beggars London: Penguin, 1932, pp.7-8]

As a piece of pure speculation, I would add that the probable reason ‘slang’ is the word for the way
these people speak (deliberately to trick the decent) is that it is their own word for these linguistic

tricks. D. B. Thomas continues his introduction to Luthet’s glossary of Roswelsche Sprache thus:

[1t] was a strange conglomeration of hybrid, misbegotten phrases... As in all lingos of
the kind, Beggar Welsh, with its twisted allegory and bastard metaphor luxuriates in
the heterogeneity of its associations, and glories unashamed in its unacknowledgable
larcenies from other tongues... Much that seems obscure comes from another
language, but occasionally it would seem that by some twist of fate a root meaning,
forgotten and unused elsewhere for many centuries, lingers on in the undergrowth
far from the high road of progress. Latin and Hebrew supply most of the strange
outlandish words... clerks in Minor Orders had been tramping the hedgerows for
three centuries: from Prague to Bologna, from Oxford to Paris generations of wan-
dering scholars had begged a crust and a glass of wine to further them on their way.



[ e Birmingham Quean

Nor do the beggars spurn the Pandemian Goddess—those hungry mendicants
pretending to be followers of St Jacob or St Michael, the Abram Men, and the
‘Scholastics’” whom the vulgar call vagantes who deceive innumerable simple men
with their artful tricks. And so the Latin. [1932: 53-55]

The word slang, amongst such people, could be a shibboleth: a mystifying variant of ‘lang” which
shifts that Latin word away from its perfect integration of physical and semantic properties. ‘Lang’,
that is, traces the semantic and phonetic length of the ‘tongue’ perfectly. The addition of the initial
sibilant would seem to transform both the name and the organ of speech that provides its
etymological root, and its vehicle of atticulation, into the forked tongue of the snake: the perfect tool
with which to form the baffling, antithetical conceits that trick the simple-minded. S/ang is the fongue

of the serpent.

Quean: From Old English cwene (weak feminine), as opposed to the cognate form mwén (strong feminine)
which gives us ‘Queen’. The word, having returned to a position of homophony, became a sardonic
counterpart of its homonym, meaning s/t ot hussy. By this process it has retained only the variant
spelling as an orthographic reminder of a previously much more tangible bifurcation of the stem
based upon what might be called ‘etymological irony’. It has always therefore been implicated in
Republican carping. A sneering example appeats in an epigram Byron sent to John Murray from
Ravenna on August 17t 1820 (Letter 817. Prothero [ed.] 1904: p65):

Mr. Hoby the Bootmaker’s soft heart is sore,

For seizing the Queen makes him think of Jane Shore,
And, in fact, such a likeness should always be seen —
Why should Queen’s [sic.] not be whores?

Every whore is a Quean.

The word has now unfortunately come to mean an effeminate homosexual or, indeed, a ‘drag-
queen’. As if the <a> had been imported from the word ‘drag’ and concealed beneath the fabric of a
feminine homonym like the male member underneath the pervert’s lingerie. This ongoing semantic
deviation from the upright progtess of its sister-word is expounded by the deviant persona
responsible for the Byronic parody.

In fact, I would argue, it is made even more acute via an obversive reassertion of the old phonetic
difference. That is to say, he intends this word to be pronounced differently from Quween. It is a
Birmingham Queen not only in the sense of counterfeit or shoddy, but also in having a Birmingham
accent. The word is to be rendered something like ‘quayn’ and therefore comes perilously close to
homophony with coin, usually uttered in that dreary part of the country as ‘quoyn’. This
transformation of the mouth into a zone of semantic (and moral) ambiguity by yawning slides of
vowel pitch is one of the most devastating weapons in the poet’s satirical arsenal. He is flirting with
the metamorphic power of poetry to change us physically and mentally by recruiting us to the

performance of its sound and sense. He is daring the reader to become the object of the satire, for a
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while at least. Rejection of this trashily alluring culture is to happen as an exorcism of the evil

influence that has quite literally taken possession of our muscles and our minds.



1

[ want a heroine, a common one:
Not quite as trailer-tra$ as Bonnie Tyler,
And no#£ing crass, like a Mancunian,
But not a princess eifer. I'll compile a
Quick list, I £ink, like Byron in Don Juan.
(£at’s ‘mwwan’ not ‘Ju-an’, which is even viler,
And might permit a foreign audience
To £ink all Engli$men are stupid cunts.

1.1 Byron’s line is ‘I want a hero, an uncommon want’: the effect being of a semantic flip from ‘desire’ to
‘lack’. Here there is a similar f/ip of the entire line achieved by means of an elongated pun. This ‘sex-
reversal’ is mirrored by the prosodic fljp of feminine to masculine thyme in the pronunciation of ‘Juan’.

See below.

1.2 as trailer-trash as Bonnie Tyler. A recent addendum to the OED reads, “TRAILER, 7. 9. Cinema. A set of
short extracts from a film advertising it in advance’ (something not dissimilar to the ‘programme
introduction’ of the previous stanza.) Its combination with ‘trash’ is another of the hyphenated
Americanisms in the poem.

‘Bonnie Tyler’ is a feminized version of ‘Bonny’ Wat Tyler the leader of the peasants’ revolt in
1381. The poet is alluding to the preface in Byron’s parody of Southey’s ‘A Vision of Judgment.’
Byron taunts the poet laureate, who had previously been a fellow Jacobin and written a play called
‘Wat Tyler’ with obvious allusions to contemporary politics (of which he was now trying to suppress
all evidence), for producing an apotheosis of George 111. This persona’s parody of Byron’s parody is
perhaps intended by the satirist to reassert Southey’s identification of Byron as ‘Satanic’. This is
probably more of a compliment than Byron assumes. Southey is likening him to Milton’s Satan and
therefore celebrating his erudition and prowess whilst also denouncing his regicidal politics.

This poet, however, is taking up Southey’s cause by comparing Byron’s “Vision’ to those
sensationalist advertisements for “future presentations’ with which Hollywood bombards our cinema
audiences. He ‘counters’ and ‘Birminghamizes’ Byron’s octaves in order both to flatter and indict.

The implication is, I think, that we treat the entire poem as ‘trailer-trash’.

1.3 Mancunian: An inhabitant of Manchester. This was, alongside Birmingham, the other major English city
created by the rapid expansion of industrial capitalism during the Industrial Revolution. Both
conurbations pose a serious problem for the Saxon shire system in England: Manchester spreading
into both Cheshire and Lancashire, and Birmingham making a mockery of the boundaries of
Staffordshire, Worcestershire and Warwickshire. ‘Mockery’ is the right word. Birmingham especially
seems to owe its existence to a bloody-minded capitalist and industrialist rejection of the ancient
authority of both the shire towns (like Warwick and Worcester) and the diocesan seats (like Lichfield
and Coventry) which surround it. As such, both cities stand as particularly unbecoming monuments
to the defiance of the ancient institutions of English culture which has led inexorably to this nation’s
moral decline. The petty rivalry implied in this line between two such remarkably similar
revolutionary cities is revealed by this satire as part and parcel of the small mindedness which is the

result of the proletarian mindset they have conspired to spawn.

1.5 Jike Byron in Don Juan: The reversal of the anglicized and metrically femzinine bisyllabic Ju-an’ (to thyme
with ‘new one’) back to the Castillion and metrically masculine monosyllable ‘Hwon’ is the opposite of
the process (see passin) of introducing, by means of metrical implication, a dizresis into Birmingham
diphthongs. ‘The metrical gender’ of words (in this semi-technical sense) is never allowed to remain

stable.
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1.6 @wan: The reader will have noticed the unusual orthography throughout this poem. There are two
versions of the stetling /Zvre symbol £ and £ (one single batred, the other double batred for
emphasis) which are used to correspond directly to the runic edh (0) and thorn (P) letters of Old
English. It is pleasing to reassert the distinction of these two phonemes. For this reason, I would
personally be in favour of their reintroduction into English orthography. The currency symbols used
here serve to remind us, however, that the words belong to the commercial television station (which
introduces their use in the epigraphic stanza), intent on commodifying the language rather than
returning it to an old phonemic writing system.

There is some evidence the poet initially intended to include the American dollar ($) and cent (¢)
symbols to replace <sh> and <ch>, and thereby suggest US reverse colonisation intrinsic to this
process. Such a decision might have been particularly effective if we consider the echoic connection
between the words containing these phonemes and the sounds that coins themselves make when
coming into contact with one another. (See ‘chink’ &c.) Perhaps the decision not to do so was based
on the impact this would have on overall readability, in combination, that is, with a desire to
emphasize a direct connection between the dental fricative articulation (so characteristic of both
English and the Castillion Spanish of this example) and the insidious commercialism he wants to
reveal. Perhaps this has to do with it being the sound made by a snake. A French colleague once
confessed to me that he was instructed as a child that the trick to producing these alien lisps was to
imagine he was wn serpent perfide comme tous les Anglais.

I assume this particular example therefore to be some kind of futuristic symbol of currency used
to represent the uvular fricative phoneme for which there is no equivalent in English: perhaps (God
forfend) it is the symbol of the ‘metric pound’.

1.8 ¢*nts: Its paradoxical detachment from the proper sex makes this squalid usage of the most profane of
words much more offensive even than its precise, earthy employment in Lawrence and Joyce. The
synecdochic derogation of women is bad enough, but only the worst educated men use it in
reference to the stupidity of one another. This process of collapse from ‘cunning/quaint’ femininity
to the index of plebeian imbecility is co-relative to that via which currency descends from inherent
value to ‘fiat-money’. Thus the word is emblematic: the epitome of the counter. This society is one in
which exposure to the sexual organs and the words denoting them is so quotidian that both are a
debased currency. This poem, however, warns of an imminent threat to language and culture. It
would not be justifiable, I think, to use this word’s appearance in the poem as a pretext for its

expurgation, as has been the case with both Ulysses and Lady Chatterley’s Lover.
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We are, of course. Ask anyone from Spain
Who's seen £ e lager-lads descend on El
Candado: football fans fucked out their brain —
All pulling moonies in £e Don’s Hotel
And puking calimari down £e drain:
Anofer Helicon becomes anofer Hell.
[ sound all $ocked-and-stunned but £en I'm pissed
Myself... [ £ink I'll get back to £at list.)

2.1 Spain: The dichotomy of England and Spain is as archetypal as that of England and France. The choice
of a Spaniard, Don Manuel Alvarez Espriella, to provide Southey’s critical vision of England in 1807
(when the countries were on the verge of a new alliance against France) must have come quite
naturally. Spain is the familiar ‘other.” As the two great Atlantic naval empires of the reformation and
counter-reformation, for example, England and Spain were, in the C16™ and C17%, two sides of the
same American coin.

This relationship is as crucial to this poem as it is to Don Juan. Spanish is the source of some of
the most important words in its thematic substratum: fobacco, cigar(ette), real (‘royal’, as a sarcastic pun
on the sense ‘authentic’), and (most importantly, I suspect) flamingo. There is another word, however,
which is of great importance here in terms of its iconic status and its dubious etymology. That word
is: America.

The two most cogent derivations of this word play out the battle for the continent itself. The
‘Spanish’ version claims America was named after Amerigo Vespucci, the Florentine navigator in the
pay of Ferdinand and Isabella who had accompanied Columbus on his initial voyage of discovery
and was the source of the view that this was a new continent and not East India. Supposedly, the
reason for ‘America’ and not ‘Columba’ was that a German mapmaker, Waldseemiiller, had made
this choice explicit in his 1507 map of the world (this error being repeated by Mercator). This ur-
document was only unearthed mysteriously in a German castle in 1901 however; all other maps by
the same cartographer labelled the continent “Terra Incognita’ and Vespucci’s Christian name was
usually printed ‘Albericus’ and not ‘Amerigo’.

If we dismiss the typical French fiction of Jules Marcou—who suggested in 1875 that ‘“Amerrique’
was the Carib word for the mainland—we find the only perfectly competitive account in the
‘English’ theory of scientist Alfred E. Hudd. Hudd simply pointed out, in a paper for the Antiquarian
Society of Bristol in 1910, that the Venetian Giovanni Capoti landed in Newfoundland in 1497 (two
years before Columbus) on a voyage out of Bristol, and the records of that city showed the project
had been funded by the Custom’s Collector: Richard Amerycke (whose odd name derived from
Welsh). The explicit statement, on an official calendar of the year, that the place discovered would
therefore be called ‘Amerycka’, has unfortunately been destroyed in a fire, but other documents
making the link between the two men apparently still exist.

The point here is that it is impossible to disentangle these etymologies, and to tell history from
fiction, one language from another. One suspects the whole issue to be a trail of forged documents,
seaman’s tales and cabbages and kings. ‘“America’—the word, the idea and the nation—is rootless,

fake, and treacherously ambiguous. America is a counter. America is, this poem urges, Brummagem.

2.2 lager lads: One might expect drunkards of this name to be German rather than English. If the persona
were more committed to his attack on the English, a more apt coinage might have been ‘the bitter
boys.” This would, however, preclude the implicit comparison of this unwanted plague of locusts

with the Spanish Gitanos, whose dialect Thomas and Borrow both reveal to be called Germania.
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2.2-3 B/ Candado: Spanish for ‘padlock’. Perhaps this is intended as an infamous jail in Madrid in which

drunk and disorderly English football supporters (the new “Zincal’’) are to be imprisoned in large

numbers.

2.3 football fans: Needless to say, this abbreviation of ‘fanatic’ is American. [Fan cards for a trick?]

2.3 brain: The intoxicated football supporters are being satirized for having (literally) the single-mindedness

of a gang or crowd. Of course, the pressure of the rhyme here might be the only reason for the
singular form, but I think the implication of individualist rationalism as an alternative mentality to be
mourned in an English culture which has been entirely taken over by the lumpenproletariat is strongly

intended.

2.4 pulling moonies: the slang sense for moony in the OED is 4. b. ‘slightly intoxicated’. In the broadest

semantic way, this does at least suit the context of drunkenness. The vulgar description of the level
of inebriation which precedes it, however, suggests the ‘fans’ are much further gone; why, in any
case, pleonastically add to such a powerful indictment with a phrase one might gloss merely as
‘behaving tipsy.” A much more fitting explanation might be that @ moomy (a count noun in this
sentence rather than an adjective, you’ll notice) is supposed to be a futuristic slang term for a drink.
A pint of stout or porter does, after all, have a smooth white head of foam when first ‘pulled” which,
when viewed from above by the addled drinker at the point of taking his first quaff, might just

resemble the full moon.

2.5 calimari: Spanish for ‘squid’. One of the most beautiful sights available to the Mediterranean traveller is
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of the hundreds of lambent squid and cuttlefish that bob to the surface of the calm night sea
attracted by the moonlike lantern of a fisherman. One sincerely hopes this timeless image of civility
and intelligence is slowly returning as the waters around Gibraltar are cleared of their mines and oil-
slicks. For this poet to imaginatively compare such a simple miracle to fish-suppers regurgitated in a
torrent of beer from the cesophagi of drunks is truly sickening.

To add insult to injury, the persona is also playing (one assumes) on the brainless application of
the word ‘squid’ in the dialect from which his work supposedly originates as a canting plural (by
Spoonerism, as it were) of ‘quid’ meaning ‘a Sovereign’. The vomitus ejected is therefore
metonymically reduced to the money paid to fill the guts of these neanderthal with alcohol and
battered fish. (Just as it was by a philosophical dipsomaniac I once overheard aphorising as he
addressed himself erratically to the urinal: “You earn your money then you p*** it up the wall.”’) Not
only is one of the wonders of nature reduced to a scatological eruption in these lines, but the
Sovereign (money and monarch) also undergoes an ignominious metamorphosis in ‘the belly of a
beggar’ into vomitus.

These effects allow the poet to provoke an almost literal physical rejection of the future his poem

forces us imaginatively to ingest. This is emetic satire.



3

Dame Edna, Lily Savage, Danny LaRue,
The Lady Chablis, Rupaul and Divine:
Ley had Le fifteen minutes £ey were due.
And if £at’s your £ing... well, it isn’t mine.
Don’t get me wrong, I'm into drag, £at’s true,
But £ese celebrities can wait in line
Wi/ all £e Beaux-Belles of Les Trawestis,

£ e Monsieur-Mariannes of Gay Paris,

2.6 Abnother Helicon becomes another Hell. The first of what 1 will refer to throughout as ‘Birmingham
Alexandrines’. There are quite a large number of these hexameters in the poem; the vast majority
occurring on the sixth line of the stanza. I intend to provide further illumination of this effect at a
more appropriate juncture below. The important thing to notice hete is how the line pivots on a
rather unnecessary repetition of the word ‘another.” Why not ‘A Helicon becomes another Hell’? The
indefinite article does quite enough to suggest the idea (itself a debilitating one, even without
reference to the infernal regions) that there is more than one Parnassus.

The answer is that the poet is again drawing our attention to the process of dehumanising and
sacrilegious mechanical reproduction which characterizes the Birmingham asthetic of the poem. To
repeat ‘another’ is to repeat a repetition; and to flip ‘Helicon’ to ‘Hell’ is to suggest both places are
rendered (by this diabolical counterfeit environment) ‘two sides of the same coin.” Compared to
Jamesian ‘elegant variation’ there is always something ominous about any such witless reproduction.
Yeats in particular makes ample play of this kind of incantatory rhetoric.

Again, I am brought back to the juxtaposition of the debased Byronic wit of the persona (Byron
was self-confessedly the most Popean of the Romantics) and the visionary asthetic of W. B. Yeats.
Evidently, this line is a parody of the witty turns and nuanced repetitions, so elegant in Shakespeare’s
Sonnets and the Verse-Essays of Alexander Pope. The word ‘becomes’ is crucial to this effect. In a
reversal of logic, this Helicon (one amongst many) might become this particular Hell, not only in the
sense of metamorphosis, but also in the way a mincing tailor assures his customer the suit he has
stitched becomes its wearer.

The difference, though, lies in the deliberate weakness of style, the threateningly bulging metre,
the gratuitous repetition of ‘another’ (so suggestive of inexorable doom): all of which is the work of
the Yeatsian visionary. In all senses of the phrase, even the most nihilistic, this poem is the vision of

Great Britain ‘becoming unbecoming’.

2.7 I'm pissed. Such a crass claim of intoxication, rather than a genuine confession on the part of the poet,
is probably more likely to be a parodic reference to the following contemporaneously unpublished
stanza which appears on the back of one of the pages of Byron’s manuscript of the first Canto of
Don Juan:

I would to Heaven I were so much Clay—

As I am blood—bone—marrow, passion—feeling—
Because at least the past were past away—

And for the future—(but I write this reeling
Having got drunk exceedingly to day

J J

So that I seem to stand upon the ceiling)

I say—the future is a serious matter—

And so—for Godsake—Hock and Soda water.

The reader will note here the fixation on the future, the sense of insidious intoxication and the

reversal of perception (I seem to stand upon the ceiling’), all of which are characteristic of the
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present work. I don’t think we are seriously to understand that Byron is actually drunk when he
writes this. Much more likely is the explanation that he begins the stanza under the influence, reaches
the word ‘future’ in the fourth line and abandons it only to complete the octave in the morning,
tinged with the guilt of a hangover, in such a way that it both confesses and captures the
drunkenness which embarrassingly disabled him the night before. The Scotch rhyme of the final
couplet is picturesque self-admonishment. One can almost smell the pickled breath of the belligerent
Glaswegian alcoholic and feel the spray of spittle off his recalcitrant lips.

‘Pissed’, of course, could also literally mean micturated. In this case the persona could be allying
itself not so much to the ‘fans’ (the drunken vomiters) as to the ‘calimari’ (that which is expelled).
‘Pissed’, in this reading, is an action rather than a state; the idea being that we see the voice of the
poem not as the ‘psyche’ of the poet (his breath and soul) but as the persona’s #rine: a waste product

rather than an essence.

3.1 Danny LaRue: A professional ‘drag artist’. One imagines the other personalities to be cut from the same

cloth.

3.8 Marieannes: Marie-Anne is a French pastiche of Britannia. She is often conflated with a personified
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‘Liberty’ because her first appearance—bare-breasted in that typically rustic French manner—is in
Delacroix’s ‘Liberty leading the people’. Contrary to popular belief, this painting was produced to
commemorate not the Jacobin revolution of the C18®, but the revolution of July 1830 in which the
legitimate Boutbon monarchy (re-instated after the defeat of Napoleon by Great Britain) was
replaced with the ‘Orleanist’ monarch Louis-Phillipe. This depressing event was actually very similar
to the so-called ‘Glorious Revolution’ in England in 1688. It was carried out by Bourgeois politicians
in order to create exactly the kind of faux constitutional monarchy which they had identified as the
only power capable of defeating their own Revolutionary Imperialism at Trafalgar and Waterloo.
Another of the iconic national artworks created to commemorate what was, therefore, actually a
short-lived Whigist coup in 1830, was Berlioz’s arrangement of La Marseillaise: to this day the official
version of the national anthem. So much for vive /a différence. What followed was anarchist insanity in

the Paris Commune, The Internationale and Les Folies Pigales.
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And all £ose queens who stretched £e frontier
Of queer politics, like Charlotte Von
Mahlsdorf and Marsha Johnson, Sylvia
Rivera, Charlotte Bach and Ray Bourbonne,
Whose feats relived £e aristeia
Of Charles Chevalier d’Eon de Beaumont.
My work can do wif out a famous name;
Not even some old hasbeen panto-dame:

4.2 gneer: This is the first of innumerable examples in which this poem’s drawling Birmingham diphthongs
are stretched across two syllables by means of an implicit dizresis: a particularly unpleasant form of
phonetic prevarication which nevertheless serves, by means of a kind of phonic mimesis, quite
helpfully to mark the key concepts in the poem’s dealings with the moral and cultural prevarications
which are its theme.

‘Queet’ is an obvious choice. In Standard British English it originally meant skewed ot non-
perpendicnlar, and cartied not entirely unfavourable connotations when used metaphorically. In
criminal cant, however, the OED shows there to have been a simultaneous homonym used by
thieves and low-lives to castigate (or perhaps to flatter) those who were even more disreputable than
themselves. It was also, therefore, used in reference to counterfeits. Perhaps it is from this form that
we get the American sense intended here: sexually deviant or homosexual. The uncanny combination in
this word, of the debased sense and the debased sound, suggests to me that these instances of
dialectal dizresis in the poem might be labelled gueers; perhaps it would be even more accurate to say
that words treated in this fashion have been gueered (not just ‘made strange’ but ‘quizzed’, ‘ridiculed’,
‘puzzled’, ‘imposed upon’, ‘cheated’, ‘swindled’, ‘despoiled’. This is not to mentioned ‘queried’ and

‘made querelous’.
4.4 Ripera: era 1

4.5 aristeia: A rare example of a genuinely justifiable dizeresis (such as the one in the word ‘diaresis’ itself).

This poem is itself a debased aristeia, of course, at least from the point in stanza 64 where it begins
to ape ‘The Rape of the Lock’. The standard pattern—the arming scene, the evocation of the
brilliance of the armoured hero, the exhortation of followers, the first exploit, the wounding, the
divine intervention, the renewed exploits, the double simile, the kill, the taunt—is identifiable. It
undergoes, however, a fission-like disintegration across tawdry characters and scenes. Some of this is
the result of following the Wasp of Twickenham, but where Pope is gently mocking Society by
comparison with a stable heroic mattix, the poet of this Canto is presenting a nightmare vision of a
wortld in which heroism is entirely exploded. Pope uses ancient heroism to mock the unheroic
modern world; this poet summons up a world in which heroism is itself mocked by its counterfeit
embodiments. The result is a terrifying evocation of an utterly deracinated culture. We should only,
suggests the poet, venture into this poetic Aza if protected by the moly (from Sansktit mwila, ‘toot’) of
literary, linguistic and historical knowledge which can avert our moral emasculation: our
transformation into unthinking swine after drinking from the cup of the grotesque transsexual Circe

who is its anti-heroine. I will venture, in these annotations, to provide the reader with his mo/y.

4.2-6 The thyme “Vorn’, ‘Bourbonne’, ‘Beaumont’ is off. ‘Ray Bourbonne’ is a feminized and Frenchified
version of ‘Ray Bourbon’ (an American female impersonator with links to the Communist Party)
designed to insist on both the iambic stress and the correct vowel sound to rhyme with Von.
Presumably, ‘Beaumont’ is intended to be pronounced with a silent <t>, as in French. It can only be
a half-rhyme if it is: the final consonant being a velar, rather than an alveolar, nasal. It is characteristic

of an uneducated anglophone pronunciation to stress the last syllable of all French names. This
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bourgeois overcorrection marks the speaker out as Birmingham nonvean riche in comparison with the
aristocratic anglicisms of Byron, who rhymes ‘Ribaupierre’s’ with ‘grenadiers’ and ‘appears’ (D]
VIIIL.71) and ‘Gulf of Lyons’ with ‘only die once’ (D] 11.39), as might any unpretentious artisan.

‘Frontiet... / Sylvia... / aristeid’ is a mite less forced, but no less unpleasant on the eat.

4.8 panto-dame: This is typical of the debased amphibious hyphenations in the poem. The Greek prefix

62

panto- which elevates the term to which it is attached to a supetlative, unique or all-encompassing
status, has become a dectepit slang abbreviation of the infantile theatrical form pantomime. A term
which might have meant #he quintessence of noble womanhood is therefore rendered, quite literally, as a

travesty: an ageing thespian of dubious sexual morality playing a risible old battleaxe to glut the basest
comic appetites of the crowd.



5

£ e Great Suprendo as £e Widow Twanky,
Or Hinge and Brackett, Joe Grimaldi, Dick
‘I like you’ Emery, or Jimmy Krankie
(I'm not £at fussy which way round — a chick
In drag’s as capable of hanky panky
As any two-bit Mrs Shufflewick.)
But stars don’t get a look-in in £is ditty.
My unsung diva’s from an unsung city.

5.6 two-bit: another Americanism with a vulgar pun. The phrase means ‘worthless’ and derives from a
jocular American name for the ‘quarter’, the coin worth 25 cents. The name suggests the existence of
an entirely fictional coin, the ‘bit’, worth one eighth of a dollar. I say fictional, but crucial to the
distinction between decimal and Imperial coinage is the idea—still carried as an idealistic hope in the
latter—that coins of intrinsic value can be physically divided in order to create ‘change’. This is the
reason for the Base-12 system of calculation in the shilling, for example. As a way of partitioning the
citcle, twelve is a much more useful number than 10. This is something the Greeks and Romans
learned from the inventors of the measurement of Time in ancient Babylon. And this astronomical,
geometrical system was applied to money in order to mirror on Farth the way the gods revolved the
heavens. Before the rot set in, the silver penny could literally be divided (‘cleaved’ you might say) into
the ha’penny and the farthing; similarly a groat could be divided into four pennies, a shilling into four
threepenny ‘bits” and a sovereign into four crowns; and the reverse impressions on the coins were
divided into four sectors by means of a symmetrical Christian cross for precisely this reason. Of
course, this is only possible if coins are worth what they claim to be worth.

The ‘quarter’ is a hangover of this sensible way of doing things in the world’s first decimalized
monetary system. To call a quarter ‘two bits’ is to reassert (however ironically) the value of precious
metal over the arbitrary signification of value. If a dollar were a pound, ‘a quarter’ would be ‘a
crown’. It is not, though. Whatever the exchange rate now—since Bretton-Woods—a dollar was
originally four shillings. It was a Spanish coin otherwise known as a ‘piece of eight’ (being worth
eight reals). It is the real that was the ‘bit’ therefore: a silver coin similar in size and weight to the
sixpence. To this day, the Irish call a sixpence a rex/.

It is characteristic of the violence done against the stable values of nobility by capitalist American
revolutionaties that ‘two-bit’ (a sum of money now laying claim to be equivalent with the ‘crown’)
has become synonymous with ‘penny-pinching’. Decimalization was (and still is) the consolidation of
a decadent shift of currency from intrinsic value, via promissory money, to arbitrary tokens of
exchange, with all the logical and moral abstractions this entails. The conspiracy behind the metrical
measurement of space and mass, the digital representation of time, and so-called ‘relativity’ (which
this arbitrary thinking has inevitably spawned) is one that seeks to bring all our transactions and even
our models of the universe down to the level of an Arab market-trader counting on his fingers for
the venal purposes of haggling.

‘A bit’: a morsel is etymologically derived from #he result of a bite. 1 cannot help but note how ironic
the memory is that this evokes of Arab stallholders ‘testing the mettle’ of suspect coins with their
tecth. The vulgar pun also has its part to play. A polysemous strand of the noun ‘bit’ is the sense: zbe
part of something that bites; hence drill bit and the bit of a fey. The crudest synonym in French for the
phallus is ‘la bite’, and there seems no reason why a similar slang term could not be prevalent in this
future dialect. The amphibious threat of this decimal/Imperial coin—the definitively worthless US
version of the Crown—is conflated (next to ‘Dick... chick... and Shufflewick’) with the drag-

queen’s hidden phallus
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5.6 Mrs Shufflewick: A crude penile pun: a bowdlerized version of ‘shuttlecock’. There are overtones of the

role of Industry in the masculisation of women here too: the shuttle being the weaver’s tool and the
mechanisation of the shuttle—in one of the eatliest developments of the Industrial Revolution—
making it possible for women (whose arms were shorter) to operate the looms. Thus the industrial
working class was feminized and the conflation of bolshevism and so-called women’s rights was begun.
The Spinning Jenny is the true ancestor of Celia Pankhurst; the bawdy proletatian hermaphrodite,

Mrs Shufflewick is the imagined offspring.

5.7 Stars don’t get a look-in: ‘Look-in’ is seemingly used here as in the OED sense 2. ‘Sporting slang. A chance

of success’ and ‘stars’ as in celebrated performers. These early hints of a reversal in the transitivity of gaze
and its relation to the night sky cannot however be ignored. Celestial bodies are made out to be the
eyes of readers in the poem’s heavens from which the voice seeks (paradoxically perhaps) to hide.

Think again of Einstein’s ‘relativity’. See: 118:8, 144:2

5.7 ditty: A quid-dit(t)y [Poet’s note]

The atmosphere of decadence the poet is attempting to evoke reaches (even at this early stage)
deep into semantic roots. ‘Quiddity’, which was once a scholarly term for #he definitive essence or nature of
a thing has undergone—via sneering parodic use—a deterioration which has left it meaning a pedantic
guibble. This poem itself stands as an epitome of this process of decay. Quiddity has become so
derelict in this future that it has been cleaved with a hyphen (to resemble the innumerable American
slang pairings) so as to mean a nonsense rhyme sung by a debased sovereign: a ‘quid-ditty’—the quiddity of

this poem (in the old sense) is truly expressed by such a quidditative epithet (in the modern sense).

5.8 unsung city: The last line of this stanza originally read ‘My real Queen comes from a real city’, expressly
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recalling Eliot’s ‘unreal city.” Clearly Eliot means both ‘spectral’ and ‘ersatz.” I think the cinema must
play a role here. These are not just (un)rea/ but also (un)ree/ cities. Eliot sees cities ‘superimposed’ on
one another : Dante’s Inferno, London, Troy, Baudelaire’s Paris and so on. And it is this last which I
think provides the key. Eliot spent 1911 in Paris at the time when Lumiere’s crowd scenes and the
‘fantastic realist’” work of the Gaumont’s artistic ditector, Louis Feuillade, were the newest and
strangest way of envisioning the urban scenery of the undisputed world capital of cinema. When
Eliot returns to London (after the war), he can see these ghostly monochrome moving-images of
Paris ‘unreeling’ through the City’s streets, mingled with memories