
The EU funded some of the work 
you look out on now, just by the 
house where my uncle used to live, 
here on a terrace elevated above the 
Birmingham Road traffic. You used 
to be able to look into the old football 
ground from the upstairs bedrooms. 
Beyond that was the County Ground, 
where in summers gone my great-
grandad would sit in his deckchair 
behind the bowler’s arm, out of the 
wind, with a pint of mild. He could 
look at the castle on the hill, listen 
to the clang of metal being bashed. 
The people loved Tom Graveney, 
Basil D’Oliveira, the Headleys; sons 
of England and Cape Town and 
Jamaica and Dudley. The town is 
an enclave of Worcestershire within 
Staffordshire; hence the cricket. 
The earth opened one morning in 
the eighties and the sports grounds 
fell into a hole. With a shift in the 
old limestone workings below, the 
place was swallowed, went the 
same way as the jobs. When the hole 
was filled years later they built a 
cinema, hotel, gym, bars, called the 
place Castle Gate. It looks like the 
rest of England. Or England looks 
like Dudley. 

The newspaper says that Brexit 
threatens the new light railway set 
to run up the hill from the mainline, 
says the new Aldi will bring over 
thirty jobs. The town, like every 
place you look out on from this 
view, voted for Brexit, two to one 
for Leave across the West Midlands. 
Map the regions that made the 
difference and it follows the pattern 
of the death of industry, of coal, iron 
and steel.

The ground is always unsteady 
here. Take a step and an abyss can 

open up, a foot in one half of the 
country, a foot in the other half, 
the chasm widening below you. The 
cut, the canals, more relics of an old 
industrial order, were the things that 
linked the land-locked midlands to 
the sea, to far-flung London. There 
used to be a pub called The Sailor’s 
Return on the crest of the wave of 
Kates Hill, as if a ship might sail 
from the distant Indies right into 
Dudley Port, and the sailor swagger 
homeward up Bunn’s Lane.  

That we lived on an old sea-bed 
in the middle of England was one 
of the many wonders of growing 
up here. At the Wren’s Nest there 
are trilobites buried in the rocks, 
creatures from that prehistoric 
ocean, a symbol of Dudley, hard 
and strange. The trilobite is there 
on the coat of arms, just above 
the salamander, who basks in 
flames below. We are a country 
of symbols, with our new Black 
Country flag – red, white and black 
– a link of chain emblazoned across 
it. Black Country Day is 14 July, the 
day the Cobb’s engine house started 
pumping water from the mines 
at Windmill End. The industrial 
revolution will be permanent.

Except just not here, any more. 
I remember the day I first thought 
I might become a novelist. Sitting on 
the 120 bus somewhere between the 
Langley Maltings and the Albright 
& Wilson chemical works, waiting 
to climb the hill, I thought I might 
write about this postage stamp 
of land, like Faulkner said, about 
defeat, about what it’s like to come 
down on the far side of something, 
about the past never really being past. 
CONTINUED ON PAGE 3

Without it, cruel reality would be unbearable 
for humanity. In saying that, I do not mean 
that art makes reality endurable, but it 
contributes in different ways to the richness 
of human experience. Any form of art can 
be viewed, in the face of war, as a luxury, 
escapism or a positive shared experience. 
There are different types of war as well as 
various types of art. There are the victim and 
the aggressor, the artist and the audience. Art 
can be conceptual and abstract and war can 
be internal and external.

When I lived in Syria during peacetime 
I faced an internal conflict. Society had all 

ART, WAR AND HOPE
Being able to practice and consume 
any form of art is a civilized act. 

PEIRENE INSPIRES 
BOOKER-LISTED AUTHOR
ALISON MOORE was born in Manchester in 1971. Her fi rst novel, 
The Lighthouse, was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and won the 
McKitterick Prize. Her third novel, Death and the Seaside, is out now.

I have long been interested in the connection 
between place and theme in literature, and 
spent much of last year exploring what a 
seaside setting brings to a narrative. I was 
looking in particular at European novels and 
novellas, and among my seaside-themed 
reading was Adriana Hunter’s translation of 
Véronique Olmi’s novella Beside the Sea, 
published by Peirene Press in 2010.

I first became curious about seaside 
narratives when I noticed that a seaside 
setting very often signals death, and there is 
frequently something compulsive about this 
death. It also occurs to me that I wrote short 
stories echoing this compulsion long before 
consciously exploring the connection.

In literature, the threshold between land 
and sea is simultaneously a threshold 
between order and chaos, between 
society and nature. The shifting border 
of the seashore relates to the loss of 
identity and meaning. The stories that 
take place there are frequently stories 
of breakdown, of failing relationships, of 
declining physical or mental health, of 
social crisis, and we see this personal and 
social disintegration reflected not only in 
eroding coastlines and crumbling coastal 
houses but in the form of the narrative 
itself, in the undermining of traditional 
narrative structure.  
CONTINUED ON PAGE 2

the appearance of being calm and ordered. 
My conflict was with the conservative 
society, a frustration with the lack of freedom 
politically and socially. The practice of 
writing was a way to help me cope with 
these frustrations. From reading books and 
poems to visiting exhibitions, exposing myself 
to different types of art gave me a feeling 
of friendship, a connection to the wider 
community. Art helped me to feel that I was 
not isolated. Art was essential for me to ease 
the feeling of being trapped, a motivator 
for my own creativity, and helped me find 
a community. CONTINUED ON PAGE 4
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I read a lot of strange books. For someone who studied literature for 
five years, has a shelf full of those old black-spined Penguin Classics 
and rarely reads modern fiction, my knowledge of the canon is pretty 
pathetic. I’ve never troubled Tolstoy; I can only read half a Hemingway 
before extreme boredom sets in; Woolf sits dusty on the shelf where 
I placed her years ago. I have, however, read the occult novels of the 
deeply unfashionable Colin Wilson (1931 – 2013), and like nothing better 
than to pass an afternoon in the company of Sylvia Townsend Warner’s  
(1893 – 1978) poetry. 

There is a special place in my heart for those writers who knew 
great success in their lifetime, but because of some historical quirk or 
shift in the zeitgeist, fall out of favour. I think I am attracted to their 
loneliness, and the closeness you develop to an artist that doesn’t have 
a mass following. There is something special and illicit about reading 
a book which hasn’t been approved by history. I remember when, as a 
teenager, I first read B.S. Johnson (1933 – 1973), the experimental sixties 
novelist. Briefly famous for his book-in-a-box, The Unfortunates, which 
featured twenty-five unbound sections that the reader could shuffle 
and read in whatever order she desired, Johnson committed suicide 
in 1973 as a largely unknown figure. In 2004 a brilliant biography by 
Jonathan Coe was released, around the same time as Picador reissued 
five of Johnson’s novels. A Johnson revival seemed to be under way. 
Twelve years later, that brief moment hasn’t lasted, and he remains an  
under-read writer. When I stumbled across him, I felt like I had 
discovered a lost civilization that had been under the ground we’d 
been walking on the whole time. I suddenly realized there weren’t just 
approved classics, and modern bestsellers, which is all I’d been reading 
up to that point. If great books could get forgotten… Then surely bad 
books could be remembered? 

Books and writers aren’t forgotten because they’re bad; they are 
forgotten because they didn’t fit into a certain era, dropped from 
bookshops shelves, and slipped out of sight. It demonstrates the richness 
of literature when we see that behind the approved reading list is a wild 
menagerie of odd and wonderful writers, many with just as much claim 
to a place in the pantheon as those who are lucky enough to be there.You 
can build your own literary canon and populate it with whoever you wish.

Happily, in the brave new world of ebooks and print-on-demand, 
going out of print may become a thing of the past. The list of publishers 
and imprints dedicated to digging into the archives to give forgotten 
books their due is long, and growing: NYRB, Persephone, Vintage, 
Virago, Hesperus, Abandoned Bookshop, Faber Finds… With the success 
of John Williams’s Stoner and NYRB’s Classics series, we are in a golden 
age of reissues.

Naturally, for those of us who have cultivated relationships with 
neglected authors, there’s a shiver of dread when a forgotten gem – your 
forgotten gem – is reissued, well reviewed and suddenly turns up on 
all your friends shelves. But I’ve been telling you all about this guy for 
years! I had to pay 30 quid for my copy and now Vintage are selling it  
for £7.99? It’s frightening when the world suddenly discovers an author 
who has been a private passion. But, as they say, if you love them, let 
them go. To see an author find an audience after decades of obscurity 
is worth the annoyance of no longer feeling superior. Besides, they’ll 
probably be forgotten again by next year, and be all yours again. 

JAMES TOOKEY is the publishing assistant at Peirene Press. His book 
reviews have appeared in 3:AM Magazine and on the European Literature 
Network’s #RivetingReviews

Faces in The Crowd by Valeria Luiselli is 
a gem; a haunted, strange, blurred, fiercely 
witty New York gem. Beautifully translated by 
Christina MacSweeney, it’s about a Mexican 
poet, marriage and memory. It also contains 
an exquisitely funny and tender relationship 
between a mother and her children. 
MAX PORTER, AUTHOR OF GRIEF IS A THING  
WITH FEATHERS

I read Alice McDermott’s Someone nearly 
three years ago, but I’m still looking for any 
opportunity to recommend it. It’s the story 
of a single twentieth-century life - Marie, the 

In an episode of BBC Radio 4’s Open Book, 
on the topic of ‘Literary Landscape: The 
Coast’, Alicia Rix suggested that while 
literature might technically have ‘moved 
on from the age of sea monsters’, these 
monsters have perhaps ‘only been replaced 
with psychological demons’. Beside the Sea, 
in which a single mother takes her children to 
the seaside, represents this idea beautifully. 
Olmi’s disturbing subject matter is laced with 
images of the sea’s waves ‘like huge mouths 
snapping at the empty air, waiting for us’ 
and the sea itself as ‘a freezing great floating 
graveyard’, and images of dissolution at the 
seashore that seem like warnings: ‘I told the 
kids, we’ll dissolve in all this water, and down 
we went onto the beach.’ There is an apt 
fluidity in the sentence structure, in a lack of 
speech marks: ‘I don’t even have the strength 
to say Don’t stay there with nothing on your 
feet, Stan. Yes, sometimes I sit in the kitchen 
for hours’, and breathless passages unbroken 
by full stops: ‘Kevin and Stanley were clean, 
they were getting ready for the night, as 
they said, yes, they often said I’m getting 
ready for the night, it’s nice, getting yourself 
all sorted for the night, they never say I’m 
getting ready for the day, because daytime 
doesn’t really warrant it, you’ve got to do it 
so you do, that’s all, but at night there’s a sort 
of preparation, like before a journey.’ Reading 
this, I can almost feel the water seeping in.

There is a crucial journey to a coastal re-
sort in my new novel, Death and the Seaside. 
Thirty-year-old Bonnie Falls, struggling to get 

a grip on her life and to finish a story she is 
trying to write, is encouraged to visit the  
seaside for inspiration. She goes to Seaton 
in Devon, with her very own psychological  
demon. There are signs all over the 
esplanade: ‘NO CYCLING’, ‘NO DOGS’. When 
I was first researching in Seaton and saw 
these signs, I immediately felt that they 
were important and incorporated them 
into my story, but I did not initially know 
why. Now I can see how fitting it is that in a 
seaside narrative there should be, printed in 
capital letters all along the seafront, such an 
insistence on the rules, which are ignored 
and broken.

Reading this, I can almost 
feel the water seeping in.

In Beside the Sea, Olmi’s narrator wants, 
more than anything, to keep her children 
safe. In my novel, as Isabel Berwick wrote 
in the Financial Times review, ‘We know, 
of course, that this won’t end well for 
someone (Death and the Seaside is the title, 
after all)’, and the reader is well aware of 
Bonnie’s compulsion to jump from pier ends 
and windows. But this is a setting in which 
the landscape erodes and structures are 
undermined; this is a place of transformation 
and narrative subversion. Like wet sand or 
pebbles underfoot, seaside narratives can 
unexpectedly shift. 

THE JOY OF FORGOTTEN GEMS
‘Seventeen copies sold, of which eleven at trade price to 
free circulating libraries beyond the seas…. Never knew 
such silence. The earth might be uninhabited.’ 
Krapp’s Last Tape, Samuel Beckett

unexceptional youngest member of an Irish 
family living somewhere in Brooklyn – and 
it’s slim and quiet but immensely powerful. 
Out of the smallest, sometimes pettiest 
things, McDermott captures the immensity of 
a person’s whole lived experience, with her 
(often bruising) relationships, and does so with 
truthfulness and an unparalleled economy and 
grace. DANIEL HAHN, TRANSLATOR

Claire-Louise Bennett is hands-down one 
of the most exciting writers in English today. 
Pond is published in the UK as a collection 
of short stories tied by the same narrator and 

We asked some Peirene friends to recommend a 
contemporary short novel they would most like 
to share with our readers. Here’s what they came 
up with…  

BOOKER-LISTED AUTHOR INFLUENCED BY PEIRENE.
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There is a whole shadow country beneath 
our feet. The canal tunnels pierce the hill and 
there are great caverns under the castle. There 
was a plan, early in the Second World War, to 
move the whole of the BSA munitions works 
here, to make an underground city of twelve 
thousand people and a few hundred thousand 
guns. It didn’t happen, but this is a country 
of outlandish plans. Lubetkin built the zoo in 
the thirties, white modernist pavilions set in 
old quarries. See the flamingos now from the 
top deck of the bus to West Bromwich. There 
is a hole in the hill where they used to dump 
the dead animals, a well of strange bones. 
The Richardson brothers, local Thatcherite 
property men, once planned the world’s tallest 
building at Merry Hill, the shopping centre 
they built by the old Round Oak steelworks, 
unstable ground indeed, where thousands of 
jobs fell into a hole and disappeared.

 This novel will be a story 
about magical thinking, 

a story about loss.
Wind down the lanes through Gornal, 

where the trees bend to each other above 
the road, to The Crooked House, another 
pub, a place made crazy with subsidence, 
where you can watch a marble roll uphill. 
This is a country of signs and wonders. 
And it is perhaps so unlike the country that 
is portrayed – if it is portrayed at all – in 
newspapers and on television screens and on 
radio stations that speak with an accent you 
do not hear on these hills, that you might 
struggle to picture it at all.  

Which is where I should begin. This novel 
will be a story about magical thinking, a story 
about loss. The vote was a piece of magical 
thinking, a vote about loss. And it was many 
other things as well. Cast the zoo bones, read 
the runes on tunnel walls. If I must fall into 
this void then you will come too. There are 
countries where you have never been, though 
you have lived in them all your life. 

Ricarda Huch (1864 – 1947) was the leading German woman 
writer of her time. Born in Brunswick (Braunschweig), she was 
among the first German women to be a DPhil, studying in Zurich 
before German universities admitted women. Her first novel, 
Reminiscences of Ludolf Ursleu the Younger (1893), anticipated 
Buddenbrooks in showing the decline of a mercantile family, like 
her own. As a historian she wrote at length on Romanticism, 
Garibaldi and the Risorgimento, the Thirty Years War, the 1848 
Revolution and the Holy Roman Empire (a work the Nazis 
partly suppressed); shorter works on Confalonieri, Wallenstein, 
Luther and Bakunin; and portraits of seventy German-speaking 
towns and cities. She also wrote novels, religious works, stories 
and poetry. Her late poems (1944) were in the same traditional 
style as her early ones (1891): the modern movement completely 
passed her by. She married the Italian dentist Ermanno Ceconi, 
and lived with him in Trieste; and after him, briefly, her first 
cousin, Richard Huch, who had been the husband of her elder 
sister. It has been said that she wrote novels with the insight of a 
poet, and histories with the insight of a novelist. Thomas Mann 
dubbed her ‘the first lady of Germany’. She was the first woman to 
receive the Goethe Prize of the City of Frankfurt, in 1931, and the 
only woman writer then elected to the Prussian Academy of Arts, 
from which she resigned in 1933, defying the Nazi call for total 
subservience. ‘Centralisation, compulsion, brutality, defamation 
of other viewpoints, swaggering self-praise and Jew-baiting are 
un-German and calamitous (undeutsch und unheilvoll).’ She went 
into internal exile. For her words about the Jews in her history of 
medieval Germany, she was had up under the Heimtückegesetz 
(Treachery Act) before the notorious shouting Judge Freisler, and 
her son-in-law lost his university post. She knew many of those 
executed after the plot to kill Hitler in July 1944. She remained in 
Germany throughout the war, and experienced heavy bombing in 
Jena. Her last project was to write biographies of the German 
resisters, a task which was completed by others. In 1947 she presided 
at the All-German Writers’ Congress in Berlin.

Thomas Mann dubbed her 
‘the first lady of Germany’.

After the world wars, German writers of the period weren’t 
hugely popular among English-speakers. Readers and publishers 
reverted to Goethe and Heine; only Hermann Hesse, Thomas 
Mann and Kafka were heard. Musil and Rilke and Brecht came 
through, followed by Trakl, Morgenstern, Kästner… The situation 
has eased, but Ricarda Huch has been omitted, lost from memory. 
‘Who reads her now?’ asked Tilman Krause, writing in Die Welt 
in 2015. ‘Only those impervious to the gigantic brainwashing by 
which, since the sixties, doctrinaire modernist leaders of debate 
have impoverished our shared cultural understanding.’

TIMOTHY ADÈS is a prize-winning translator-poet. His recent books are 
Storysongs/Chantefables by Robert Desnos (Agenda Editions, 2014) 
and Florentino and the Devil by Alberto Arvelo (Shearsman, 2014).

RICARDA WHO?
The fi rst book in Peirene’s 2017 series is The Last Summer, 
a lost German classic. Translator-poet Timothy Adès 
introduces the author of this little-known fi recracker 
of a book.

‘It doesn’t matter what the question was, 
the answer was no,’ a friend says to me when 
we talk about the vote. And he goes on to 
tell me about someone he knows who killed 
himself not long ago, a couple of kids and 
no one saw it coming, and we talk about the 
people we know who have done similar. But 
try not to draw conclusions. There are people 
doing just fine. And it’s not like the place has 
a monopoly on the sense that the future lies 
somewhere in the past.  

‘It doesn’t matter what 
the question was, the 

answer was no,’ a friend 
says to me when we 

talk about the vote.
Watch the traffic flow along Birmingham 

Road past European roadside flowers. It was 
my uncle’s funeral a few weeks ago. Our 
family, living and dead, form a web across 
these hills. My brother, though he usually 
drinks Guinness, likes a cocktail at Frankie 
and Benny’s on Castle Gate, not far from 
where our great-grandad sat. They raise their 
glasses across the gulf of years. I have lived 
half my life here, half in London, felt the 
chasm between the places widen further and 
further. Out of the tunnel and into the light, 
down the hill and into the stream, along the 
river and into the sea. 

And back again. We are all connected.
This is where to begin.  

ANTHONY CARTWRIGHT is a novelist from 
Dudley. He is the author of four previous novels, 
most recently Iron Towns (2016). The Cut is the 
second novel in the Peirene Now! series, and will 
be published on 23 June 2017. 

setting: I’ve always read it as something more 
akin to a short novel, not only a novel, but one 
whose equal, long or short, I can’t remember 
having read in recent years. JOANNA WALSH, 
AUTHOR OF VERTIGO

Dept. of Speculation by Jenny Offi ll. Offi ll’s 
sparky novel deals with motherhood, marriage 
and creativity surprisingly and affectingly. The 
elliptical style packs a punch. Fragmentary 
and teasing, this novel works in arresting 
and complicated ways. EMILY JEREMIAH, 
TRANSLATOR FROM FINNISH

The Lighthouse by Alison Moore. A 
beautifully crafted, unsettling story of the 
unravelling of a man’s life. Even as he draws to 
the close of his circular walking tour, reflecting 
on past disasters and disappointments, Futh is 
unable to share the insight the reader has into 
his predicament as he stumbles onward to 
meet his fate. Tight prose, a killer atmosphere, 
and characters you can’t shake off, even 
months after reading, it’s everything a short 
novel should be. WYL MENMUIR, AUTHOR OF THE 
MANY
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lyu to konstantin
Kremskoye, 5th May 19—

Dear Konstantin,

Having taken up my post, I will outline the 
situation as I find it here. I do not doubt that 
my plan will succeed; indeed, the circumstances 
appear even more favourable than might have been 
expected. The whole family seems well disposed 
towards me and I detect no hint of any suspicion, 
which is entirely natural, as only we in the know 
could fear the contrary. If the governor has made 
enquiries into my person, this cannot have done 
any harm, as all the way from elementary school to 
university my reports have been outstanding. The 
one thing that might paint me in a damaging light 
– my quarrel with my father – is mitigated by the 
fact that his domineering and eccentric personality 
is widely known. But I rather think that he has not 
undertaken such enquiries; the man is so completely 
free of mistrust that in his position his behaviour 
would be verging on naivety if it were not more a 
reflection of his fearlessness and his poor judgement 

 

Since the war began in 2011 I have visited 
my family several times. I have experienced 
the war fi rst-hand during these visits, and 
second-hand through my family’s account 
of events going on around them. I went 
through checkpoints, and saw bullet holes 

on damaged buildings. These places were 
part of my childhood. I heard the sound 
of gunfi re and explosions at very close 
proximity. I experienced how my family 
and so many people live: the lack of water, 
food and limited, unpredictable electricity 
supply. I heard painful stories about death, 
disappearance and torture. I saw signs of 
grief and gloom on children’s faces. This 
experience had a strong impact on me. My 
gut instinct was to survive and to care for 
the safety of my family. The urgency of the 
situation took precedence.

Now I’m back in London, I live the war 
through news, images and emotional 
involvements with my loved ones. The war 
is still my family’s reality and my reality is 

different. During my day-to-day worries 
about my family in Syria I am unable to 
practise or consume any form of art. I am 
not able to dispel my anxiety or fear for their 
safety. Reading a Mahmoud Darwish poem, 
or visiting a Mona Hatoum show at Tate 
Modern, I am unable to annul my fears and 
soothe my painful memories. The people’s 
pain and suffering are greater than any form 
of art. I am unable to make art from all the 
sad stories that I gathered during my visits. 

Although I believe that art cannot truly 
convey the horror of war, it is still vital in the 
face of such human folly.  Art as opposed to 
war is a civilizing act and can be a medium 
for us to share experiences. It can give voice 
to people who feel invisible. Whether art can 
actually heal peoples suffering in the face 
of war... that cannot be proven. I can only 
hope that there are no more wars and lots 
more art.

SUHIR HELAL grew up in Bloudan, west of 
Damascus, and lived and studied in Damascus 
before coming to London in 1998. She has 
written for various Arabic newspapers.

THE LAST SUMMER
This is an extract from The Last Summer by 
Ricarda Huch, translated from the German 
by Jamie Bulloch. It will be published by 
Peirene Press on 24 February 2017.

of people. Besides, my appointment seems to be 
entirely his wife’s doing. An anxious woman by 
nature, ever since she received the threatening letter 
she thinks only of how she can protect her husband’s 
life. Mistrust is not a feature of her character either; 
whilst she senses implausible dangers lurking at 
every turn, she would offer the murderer a spoonful 
of soup if she felt the poor man’s belly were crying 
out for a drop of something warm. 

She told me that the letter you wrote gave her 
the idea of seeking a young man who, under the 
pretext of working as her husband’s secretary, 
would protect him from possible attacks without 
his realizing it. She had failed, however, to keep 
her fears or her plan secret from her husband. 
Eventually he gave in to her incessant pleading 
for the sake of peace, but also because he has been 
suffering recently from a type of neuralgia in his 
right arm, which is making writing difficult. His 
one stipulation was that – at night-time at least – 
he should be under the sole protection of his wife. 
The two of them laughed and he added that his 
wife was such a dab hand at making the bedroom 
secure that he could confidently place his trust in 
her. She never went to bed without first checking 
every single cupboard and especially the curtains, all 
of which she regarded as potential hiding places for 
criminals. Of course, she said spiritedly, one had to 
be circumspect, but she certainly wasn’t afraid; why, 
she even left the windows open at night because she 

liked the fresh air. She was, however, toying with 
the idea of having bars fixed in front of them. For 
seeing as all the doors to the house were locked, 
those people with malicious intent would have no 
choice but to climb in through the window. Still, 
she did concede that she feels less apprehensive 
now that I am here. As she uttered these words 
there was something tremendously endearing about 
her expression. I said, ‘I do hope so. Any worries 
you might have now I would deem an affront to 
my professional pride.’ During our conversation 
their son came into the room. He gave me a look of 
concern and said, ‘Are you starting today already?’ 
This made us all laugh so much that it lightened 
the atmosphere at once. The son, his name is Velya, 
is a handsome and terribly droll young chap, not 
much younger than I, but he still behaves as a 
child of five, albeit with a slightly different set of 
toys. He is studying law in the hope of one day 
pursuing a diplomatic career, although you would 
not suppose any of this. Velya is a smart, modern 
individual with numerous unrestrained impulses. 
His susceptibility knows no bounds. All one can 
say about his character is that he has none, and this 
makes him thoroughly inconsequential. Things only 
interest him in so far as he can adorn them with his 
witticisms, the great and irresistible charm of which 
lies in the languid way he utters them. 

Besides the son there are two daughters, Jessika 
and Katya, between twenty and twenty-three. 
Both are sweet, blonde creatures, so similar they 
could be twins. Initially they were prejudiced 
against me because they consider their mother’s 
fear to be foolish and they were concerned that 
their summer seclusion might be disturbed. But 
as they find me handsome and stylish, and Velya, 
who is their role model, feels drawn to me, they’re 
gradually coming round to the idea of my being 
here. I don’t know why, but these three children 
remind me of little canaries huddled close together 
on their perch, chirruping away. There is something 
childishly harmless about the family overall, which 
could make me and my mission appear ridiculous 
to my eyes, but I’m sufficiently acquainted with 
the human soul to know that at its foundation is 
bottomless pride. Hatred, even ill-will assumes a 
certain familiarity with these people; deep down 
they feel themselves to be alone in a world that 
belongs to them. None of the others here are of 
particular significance and do not encroach upon 
their peace. The servants consist of a coachman, 
Ivan, who likes to drink – Velya calls him ‘the 
gaffer’ – and three maids. All of them are old-
school Russians: they still feel like serfs, worship 
their masters and yet pass judgement on them with 
an unwitting sense of superiority because they are 
closer to the primary source of life. Dear creatures 
who, like animals, fill me with a certain awe. 

Such are my initial impressions. You’ll be hearing 
more from me soon.

                              Lyu

The people’s pain and suffering are greater 
than any form of art.
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ART, 
WAR AND 
HORROR
What can an artist do for their 
country in wartime?

This question has preoccupied me 
for a number of years. In my fi rst 
play, Baghdad Wedding, the central 
protagonist, Salim, is struggling as a 
writer to pin down his thoughts about 
post-occupation Iraq without resorting 
to cliché. 

I went on to examine the role of the 
artist during war more deeply in a follow-
up play called A Fire Blazing Brightly, 
which tells the story of Rana, an Iraqi-
Brit visual artist, who returns to Iraq 
to investigate whether her communist 
father (who now lives in London) 
collaborated with Saddam Hussein’s 
Ba’ath regime. After being caught up in 
a bombing, she makes a controversial 
work of art to challenge the terrorists 

threatening her home country. Rana 
believes that the shocking image she 
creates is needed to wake up Iraqi 
society from its deathly religious stupor. 
The astute reader will have noticed that 
I have deliberately not described Rana’s 
shocking art. In fact, as I wrote the play, 
I grappled with the question of whether 
there are any images left that can shock 
us in the context of war and if that is the 
case should artists pursue these images?

As I was researching the play, I read 
up on the making of Guernica, perhaps 
the most iconic work of art that deals 
with war. Indeed, the bombing of the city 
of Guernica is arguably only remembered 
nowadays due to Picasso’s painting. 
Picasso was living in Paris at the time 
of the bombing and many felt that 
local artists would be better suited to 
address the subject. Yet having read an 
account of the bombing, Picasso was 
inspired and worked furiously on the 
painting that changed the course of 
modern art.  He was perhaps served by 
the fact that he did not live in an era of 
twenty-four hour news channels and 
social media. Had that been the case, 

would his painting have retained its 
awesome power? 

The Colombian artist Fernando 
Botero was so moved by the images 
of prisoners at Abu Ghraib who were 
tortured by United States forces 
during the Iraq War that he made 
a series of paintings of them in his 
characteristic large, exaggerated scale. 
While these paintings received a fair 
amount of press coverage, they did 
not provoke a deeper response than 
the initial shock of the original leaked 
photographs. In the case of Botero, 
he could not rise above the amateur 
photographs of American sadists.
More recently Ai Weiwei posed as the 
drowned Syrian infant Alan Kurdi in 
a black and white photograph. The 
impact of this image was lost in the sea 
of images of drowned refugees which 
elicit sympathy in many but also, judging 
by the Brexit vote, seem to have inspired 
an altogether different response in a slim 
majority. That response is the opposite 
of empathy, the opposite of human 
kindness, the opposite of understanding 
that we live in an increasingly connected 

world. When Nigel Farage unveiled his 
infamous breaking-point poster of a 
long queue of Syrian refugees, he knew 
the exact psychological response this 
would provoke in his target audience: 
fear and revulsion. 

The challenge for artists and writers 
addressing the subject of war today is to 
overcome the deadening effect of rolling 
news which can turn us into passive 
consumers of horror. At this year’s 
Cairo International theatre festival for 
contemporary and experimental theatre, 
the Lebanese theatre group Zoukak 
participated with a play called He 
Who Saw Everything, a post-dramatic 
retelling of The Epic of Gilgamesh in 
light of current conflicts. At one point, an 
actor apologizes to all the dead people he 
will be depicting during the course of the 
play. It is an honest acknowledgementof 
the limit and complicity of art in the 
context of war. That perhaps is a move in 
the right direction. 

HASSAN ABDULRAZZAK is a play-
wright of Iraqi origin, born in Prague and 
living in London.

If Amed cried, Aziz cried too. If Aziz laughed, 
Amed laughed too. People would make fun of them, 
saying: ‘Later on they’ll marry each other.’ 

Their grandmother’s name was Shahina. With 
her bad eyes she always confused them. She would 
call them her two drops of water in the desert. ‘Stop 
holding hands,’ she would say, ‘I feel as if I’m seeing 
double.’ Or, ‘Some day, there won’t be any more 
drops, there will be water, that’s all.’ 

She could have said: ‘One day there will be 
blood. That’s all.’ Amed and Aziz found their 
grandparents in the ruins of their house. Their 
grandmother’s skull had been smashed in by a 
beam. Their grandfather was lying in his bedroom, 
his body shredded by the bomb that had come from 
the side of the mountain where every night the sun 
disappeared. 

It had still been night when the bomb fell. But 
Shahina had already been up. Her body was found 
in the kitchen. 

‘What was she doing in the kitchen in the middle 
of the night?’ asked Amed. 

‘We’ll never know. Maybe she was baking a cake 
in secret,’ his mother replied.

THE ORANGE GROVE
This is an extract from The Orange Grove by 
Larry Tremblay, translated from the French 
by Sheila Fischman. It will be published by 
Peirene Press on 30 May 2017.

‘Why in secret?’ asked Aziz.
‘Maybe for a surprise,’ Tamara suggested to 

her two sons, sweeping the air with her hand as if 
brushing away a fly. 

Their grandmother used to talk to herself. In fact, 
she had liked to talk to everything around her. The 
boys had seen her ask questions of the flowers in 
the garden, argue with the stream that ran between 
their houses. She could spend hours bent over the 
water, whispering to it. Zahed had been ashamed to 
see his mother behave in this way. He had rebuked 
her for setting a bad example to her grandsons. 
“You act like a lunatic,” he’d yelled. Shahina had 
bowed her head and closed her eyes, in silence.

One day Amed had told his grandmother: ‘There’s 
a voice in my head. It talks to itself. I can’t make it 
be quiet, it says strange things. As if someone else 
were hidden inside me, someone bigger than me.’

‘Tell me, Amed, tell me the strange things it says 
to you.’

‘I can’t tell you because I forget them right away.’
That had been a lie. He did not forget them. 
Aziz had been to the big city once. His father, 

Zahed, rented a car. Hired a driver. They left 
at dawn. Aziz watched the new landscape file 
past the car window. Thought the space the car 
sliced through was beautiful. Thought the trees 

disappearing from sight beautiful. Thought the 
cows, horns smeared with red, beautiful, calm as big 
stones on the burning ground. The road was shaken 
by joy and anger. Aziz was writhing in pain. And 
smiling. His gaze drowned the landscape with tears. 
And the landscape was like the image of a country.

Zahed had said to his wife: ‘I’m taking him to the 
hospital in the big city.’

‘I will pray, Amed, will pray’ was Tamara’s 
simple reply.

When the driver announced they were finally 
approaching the city, Aziz fainted and saw nothing 
of the splendours he’d heard about. He regained 
consciousness lying in a bed. In the room were other 
beds, with other children in them. He thought he 
was lying in all those beds.

He thought the excessive pain had multiplied 
his body. He thought he was twisting in pain in 
all those beds with all those bodies. A doctor was 
leaning over him. Aziz smelt his spicy perfume. The 
doctor was smiling at Aziz. Even so, Aziz was afraid 
of the man.

‘Did you sleep well?’
Aziz said nothing. The doctor straightened up, 

his smile faded. He talked to Aziz’s father. Father 
and doctor exited the big room. Zahed’s fists were 
clenched. He was breathing heavily.

5



The plotlines of many German novels published in the 
early nineties focused on German reunification and 
gave an account of the events and the circumstances 
surrounding it through the eyes of their characters. Many 
of these novels, though they might have done well at the 
time, have by now been forgotten – Kerstin Hensel’s Dance 
by the Canal (Tanz am Kanal) has not. 

Originally appearing in 1994, the novel is set in the 
fictional town of Leibnitz (behind which the real Leipzig 
lurks). It tells the story of a young woman with the noble 
name Gabriela von Haßlau. As the daughter of a successful 
couple – the father a famous surgeon, the mother a well-
known society hostess – she has her equally successful 
life laid out for her, but refuses to meet her parents’ and 
society’s expectations. As a result, she finds herself 
pushed to the margins of society. So far, so familiar  
as a plot.

What constitutes ‘society’, though, is anything 
but familiar. For this story does not unfold in a single 
unchanging societal setting, where the reader can quickly 

Now that I have this large, smooth sheet of 
wrapping paper lying at my feet here by the bridge’s 
left pillar, I feel joy for the first time in years. It’s no 
coincidence that fate has brought me this paper. I 
have been chosen to write. I have been put on this 
earth for no other purpose than to tell the story of 
my life, and today I will begin.

Up on the bridge it’s hot, a once-in-a-century July 
day. Air swirls over the asphalt. I squint up and see 
silver and grey, car tyres, women’s legs, men’s legs, 
children, dogs. Up on the bridge life is sweating, the 
city is cooking. It’s cool where I’m sitting. The canal 
drifts by serenely. It’s so hot that from time to time 
the water stops flowing, or changes direction, or 
becomes a thick mush. Under my bridge it’s cool. I 
squat against the damp stone wall, my hair sticks to 
the back of my neck, I feel bridge water run under 
my shirt. In the dark vaults above me are dripstones 
and moss. Drops quiver on the tips of stalactites and 
don’t fall for a long, long time and then they splash 
onto the stony embankment or my knee. Sometimes 
it takes days for a drop to fall from the ceiling of 
the bridge. The bridge is always damp, water seeps 
incessantly from its old stones. It’s good that I’m not 
having to sweat like the people in the city, it’s good 

DANCE BY THE CANAL
This is an extract from Dance by the Canal by 
Kerstin Hensel, translated from the German 
by Jen Calleja. It will published by Peirene 
Press on 18 September 2017. 

that I’m not radiating heat like a car tyre or having 
to rush to work or home with a thirst.

I found a big, blue sheet of wrapping paper and 
stole a dozen wooden pencils. It’s pleasantly shady 
here, on this, the hottest July day for a century in 
1994 in the city of Leibnitz, where I begin to record 
my life. What was once a hated obligation has 
become a need.

This desire to write comes from sitting under my 
bridge, the bridge that I conquered, the last free 
bridge in Leibnitz. It is a desire that grows from 
having my own place. I make myself comfortable. 
My old jeans are protected by the three sheets 
of honeycomb board I’m sitting on. I don’t have 
anything else, and this is as good a place as any  
to begin.

I’m writing under my real name: Gabriela von 
Haßlau. They called me Binka and Ellie. They 
only called me Gabriela when they hated me. My 
earliest memory is of a violin case. I was given it for 
my fourth birthday. Brown leather on the outside, 
green silk on the inside. I opened it and looked at 
the instrument. I thought it was an animal, an 
enchanted dachshund. When I started to wail, my 
father pulled my plaits.

‘It’s a violin!’
Uncle Schorsch was visiting us from Saxony.  

He laughed.
‘That’s Binka all right! That’s your girl!’
Mother blushed. 

Father chanted in my face, ‘Vi-o-lin! Vi-o-lin!  
Say it!’ 

I cried over the bewitched dachshund. Mother 
took it out of the box and placed it in my hands.

‘Careful!’ said Father, and the violin bow stroked 
the dachshund’s fur, which Father called strings.

‘St-rings! Say it!’ he said.
The dachshund whimpered, I cried even more. 

Uncle Schorsch laughed and sloshed cognac over his 
shirt. Mother tried to hush her brother.

‘Let Ernst be earnest!
Uncle Schorsch snorted underneath his 

handkerchief. 
On the evening of my fourth birthday I held the 

violin with the bow in my right hand. I scratched 
away and it made the sound of a cat screeching. 

‘F sharp!’ Father said, and: ‘D sharp!’
I curtsied, just like I’d been taught. There 

was goose liver pâté and Mozart on the record 
player. The villa rang out with music and smelt 
of birthdays. Uncle Schorsch was still laughing 
and tipping whatever he could find on the large, 
well-laid table over his shirt: cognac and Russian 
sparkling wine, pâté and salad. I learned to tell the 
difference between a dachshund and a violin. My 
father was a vascular surgeon. 

He spoke about varicosities on this birthday. It 
was his favourite word and I listened carefully 
whenever he pronounced it. I loved this word 
because I never had to repeat it. Va-ri-cos-it-ies! Say 
it! was never demanded of me.

discern the sources and points of conflict between 
character and environment, and perhaps develop a 
straightforward form of social criticism. Here, we have 
Gabriela living through – one after the other – two 
seemingly diametrical opposites: East German socialism 
and post-unification capitalism. But for all the profound 
political, economic, social and cultural changes taking 
place around her, with the lives of literally millions of 
people being suddenly transformed, she keeps ending 
up ‘by the canal’. Indeed, several of the episodes that 
take place after the turning point of German reunification 
are eerily reminiscent of what we have just read about 
Gabriela’s life before it. Seen through her eyes, both 
systems are astonishingly similar, not least with regard 
to their deeply patriarchal structures and the patronizing 
behaviour of those in power.

The story is related to us by the protagonist herself, 
but again, what should be a familiar pattern – call it 
autobiography or life-writing –, develops into something 
unexpected. Sitting under a bridge by the canal in the 
summer of 1994, the homeless Gabriela uses every 
available piece of scrap paper to write down her life from 
childhood to the present. As intended, this helps her not 
only to bear her situation, but actually to improve it. At 
one point, inevitably, life and life-writing converge, and her 
life no longer has a head start. Consequently, and since 
by now her account is being serialized for a magazine and 

hence is a source of income for her, the question arises of 
how she can alter the life she is currently living to make it 
serve her autobiographical purpose. 

Dance by the Canal, therefore, despite its precise 
temporal and spatial setting, isn’t really a book about 
Germany at a particular point in history. It is a book 
about the business of storytelling, about authenticity 
and perspective, and about making visible what usually 
remains unnoticed. It asks questions like: How do ‘life’ 
and ‘writing’ relate to one another? Where does truth end 
and fiction start? And (the question of questions): What 
is literature? But it is also a book that calls into question 
some of our firmest beliefs about the course of history, 
the advance of progress, the freedom we think we enjoy. 
By narrating history from below, from an oblique angle and 
from the margins of society, it helps us recognize what the 
author has termed ‘the madness of our everyday lives’: 
‘The absurdities governing lives in each and every given 
society can only be captured in literature if they are writ 
large and exaggerated’, says Kerstin Hensel. Read Dance 
by the Canal, and see what she means! 

ASTRID KÖHLER teaches German and Comparative 
Literature at Queen Mary University of London. She 
has written extensively on contemporary East German 
literature. 
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A couple of years ago I went to see the artist Marina Abramovi at 
the Serpentine Gallery in London, where she was staging 512 Hours. 
For three months Abramovi was at the gallery from 10am to 6pm, 
six days a week. Everyone could come and visit her. She greeted you 
personally at the door. Then you walked into three empty rooms. 
Throughout the day Abramovi approached her visitors and talked 
to them. Young assistants told you to do things, such as standing 
with your face against a wall or walking through another room 
blind folded. But you didn’t have to. You could just sit on the floor 
and observe.

My visit made me think a lot about private versus public space, 
and our individual bodies – and emotions – as part of a public per-
formance. It also made me think about the role and power of a 
hostess. Because that is precisely what I explore with the Peirene Salons.

Four times a year, since 2009, total strangers enter our house – 
between forty and fifty at a time. We wine and dine them. 
We provide literary entertainment. We offer our private, 
personal space for public encounters and conversation. 
Strangers drop their coats on our bed, glimpse our family 
photos on the walls and see the books that we are reading. 
For an entire evening our personal refuge – our home – 
turns into a public arena.

It’s by far the most stressful thing I do.
Traditionally, a salon has always taken place in a 

woman’s house. Two hundred years ago that might have 
been a necessity. Women were not part of public life. 
However, the connection between women and salons goes 
deeper. A salon is an exploration of what happens when 
private and public spheres collide, interact and fuse.

I went with an artist friend to Marina Abramovi’s 512 
Hours. My friend left the gallery angry. In her view, 
Abramovi hadn’t done anything that deserved our 
attention. I, on the other hand, felt exhilarated. As far as I 
could tell, she had done a lot – she had provoked feelings 
which we were forced to carry with us to the outside. And 
apparently she had provoked these feelings without doing 

much. Or had she?
What I suddenly realized back then was that Abramovi, in her 

function as the hostess, had created a fusion of the private and the 
public and so offered her guests – and herself – a chance to participate 
in a communal performance.

I attend a lot of public literary events. Often they are completely 
disconnected from the actual creative source of literature, which is 
the private. That is, good literature, in my view, always stems from 
a personal space or preoccupation of the author. However, many 
literary events stand in stark contrast to that. The environment has 
no connection to the book presented and the author is interested in 
selling the work rather than talking about it and inviting the guests 
on a journey of discovery.

It was only after attending 512 Hours that I really understood why 
the Peirene Salon is so important to me – and why, despite all the 
stress, I look forward to each one of them. The Salon not only brings 
together hosts and guests and fuses private and public, but also offers 
a platform where the story is linked back to the private place from 
where it originated. 

MEIKE ZIERVOGEL is the founder and publisher of Peirene Press, and 
hosts the Peirene Salon

THE ART OF THE HOSTESS
In many ways, it’s the simplest thing in the world: stick a bunch of interesting 
people in a room, have a guest of honour or two, keep everyone’s glasses 
full, and you’re 80 per cent of the way to a literary salon. But what is it that 
gives you the extra 20 per cent? What turns a party or gathering into a fully 
fledged salon? 

First of all, we can look at the blurring of the boundaries between private 
and public spaces, as discussed by Meike in the column next-door. The 
first recognisable salons were held at the private residence of the marquise 
de Rambouillet near the Louvre, at the beginning of 17th century. The 
guests were led through the external rooms usually reserved for receiving 
visitors, into the marquise’s bedroom, known as La chambre bleue. Here, 
they would be seated in a space between the bed and the wall, while the 
marquise sat up in bed. After some debate, we decided not to retain this 
tradition for the Peirene salon.  We do, however, fling open the doors to 
usually private spaces for our guests. The blending of the formal and the 
informal is arguably the defining feature 
of a salon.

Secondly, there is the form of the 
conversation. Salons have traditionally been 
places in which discussions are themed around a 
guest of honour or a particular topic (although 
digressions – long ones – are encouraged). 
There are strong arguments for saying that the 
literary salon was the main instigator of the 
culture of literary criticism which blossomed 
in France in the 17th century, birthing the so-
called ‘Republic of Letters’. Writers would read 
their work in front of the assembled company, 
and would then receive feedback. Salons gave 
the opportunity for intellectuals to share ideas 
outside of a political sphere, and mix with 
powerful nobles. However, the debate must 
always remain essentially fun. Rigorous literary 
topics are clothed in wit and playful word-games.

At the centre of all of this is the third key 
factor of a salon: the host. Every salon needs 
its salonnière. From Madame Geoffrin to Gertrude Stein, powerful and well-
connected women have been the main players in the history of salons. The 
role of women in European thought has often been played down; if we move 
salons to a more prominent position in this history, as recent scholars of the 
Enlightenment have, the role of women becomes far more important. Barred 
from official institutions of learning and politics, aspirational women would 
use salons as opportunities to share their thoughts and read their own work. 
And the salonnières, through their ability to dictate the guest list and topics 
of conversation, would have mastery of the proceedings. Salons strongly 
influenced the nature of public debate in Enlightenment Europe, and women 
controlled the salons.

A private space opened to the public; a book, author or topic to rally 
around, and argue about; a skilled salonnière capable of marshalling it all into 
something both formal and intimate. In the last 400 years, salons have popped 
up in cities all over the world, from Paris to New York via Buenos Aires: 
despite their many differences, they’ve stuck to this formula and entered the 
great tradition begun by the Italian marquise de Rambouillet in 1610. If you 
follow these magic rules, so can you. 

Oh, there’s a fourth rule too: please do remember to keep the glasses full.

The Peirene Salons are held four times a year at the Peirene premises in London. 
http://www.peirenepress.com/events/salon/

HOW TO HOLD A SALON
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‘A combination of fringe theatre,
psychiatrist’s couch,

conversazione society
and flirtation parlour,

the Peirene Salon is unlike any
other literary gathering. It was

intellectually stimulating
but full of laughter, argumentative

but friendly, seriously focused
on the Novel but

without forgetting the Wine.
And Meike Ziervogel — gracious,

beautiful and just slightly wicked —
is the best salonnière since

Madame Geoffrin in
18th century Paris.’

JOHN WALSH, THE INDEPENDENT
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