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MORE FAKE NEWS  

FROM not-only THE VINDICTIVE  

HOLOCAUST FABRICATORS/LIARS 

THIS IS HOW THEY DO IT! 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------    

The Scandal of the Swedish Nobel  

 
*Listen: https://radio.abc.net.au/search?service_guid=RN-lnl-20180730-10052950 

*Download: http://mpegmedia.abc.net.au/rn/podcast/2018/07/lnl_20180730_2240.mp3 

* http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/latenightlive/the-scandal-of-the-swedish-nobel/10052950 

______________________________________________________  
The obsession with hedonistic inversion – anal intercourse as mentioned in the following article – is nothing new in 
human history, but it is an absolute marker of human degeneracy, the absolute life-denying marker of the death-
dialectic, of power politics. Much like marriage was viewed during the 1980s – legalized prostitution -  now the love act 
has been instrumentalised in the form of sex work, a selling of the body now protected by industrial unions, as has just 
been enacted in New Zealand, and elsewhere. Oswald Spengler, what will this current Untergang bring in its wake to 
the world? C.f. with: Universities urged to ban sex between PhD students and supervisors – 

https://www.skynews.com.au/details/_5816254234001 - Anon 
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The long read  
 

The ugly scandal that cancelled the Nobel prize 
 

Sweden's Nobel Academy has been hit by shocking Me Too revelations –  

- but was this a tragedy waiting to happen? 
Sweden’s literary elite has been thrown into disarray by allegations of sexual harassment and 

corruption.  

By Andrew Brown, Tueeday 17 July 2018 17.22 AEST

 
The Swedish Academy’s annual meeting in Stockholm in December 2017. Credit: TT News Agency/Reuters 

In the eyes of its members, there is no more important 
cultural institution in the world than the Swedish 
Academy. The members, who call themselves The 
Eighteen (always in capitals), are elected for life by their 

peers, and meet for a ritual dinner every Thursday 
evening at a restaurant they own in the heart of the old 
town in Stockholm. And once a year, at a ceremony 
brilliant with jewels and formality, the permanent 
secretary of the academy hands out the Nobel prize in 
literature and all the world applauds. 

But this year there will be no prize and no ceremony. In 
November 2017, it was revealed in the Swedish press 
that the husband of one of the academy members had 
been accused of serial sexual abuse, in assaults alleged 
to have taken place over more than 20 years. Jean-
Claude Arnault, a French photographer and cultural 
entrepreneur, is married to the poet and academician 

Katarina Frostenson. In addition to assault accusations 

against him, the pair are accused of misusing academy 
funding. Arnault has denied all accusations, and 
Frostenson has refused to comment. 

The academy is paralysed by the scandal, which was 
followed by a slew of resignations and expulsions. Six of 
The Eighteen have withdrawn from any part in its 
deliberations; another two were compelled to do so. The 

statutes say that 12 members must be present to elect 
any new ones, so with only 10, no important decisions 
can be taken and no new members elected. The vacuum 
has been filled with invective. 
According to one senior academy member, the man 
responsible for the moral decay of the institution – 

through his “rotten macho values and arrogant high-
handedness” – is the critic and historian Horace Engdahl, 
a former secretary of the academy. Engdahl, a close 
friend of Arnault, has in turn called the current secretary 
the worst the academy has ever had. 
The scandal broke when the Stockholm daily paper 
Dagens Nyheter published the testimonies of 18 women 

who said that they had been assaulted or exploited by 

Arnault. Even if many were anonymous, the cumulative 
effect was impossible to ignore. In two cases the 
allegations amounted to rape. 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/andrewbrown
https://www.theguardian.com/books/nobel-prize-literature
https://www.theguardian.com/books/nobel-prize-literature
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/12/sara-danius-resigns-swedish-academy-nobel-prizes
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/may/04/nobel-prize-for-literature-2018-cancelled-after-sexual-assault-scandal
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What made the matter a wider global scandal is that it 
seemed to reveal something rotten at the heart of the 

Swedish Academy: many of the attacks were said to 
have taken place in luxurious apartments owned by the 

academy, in Stockholm and in Paris. Arnault and 
Frostenson also profited for years from academy 
subsidies to an arts club they owned and ran together. In 
addition, Frostenson has been accused of leaking the 
names of literature prize winners to Arnault, with the 

result that large bets were placed with bookies in Paris. 
Arnault’s lawyer, Björn Hurtig, told Expressen that his 
client was “disturbed and resigned … He says this is 
totally wrong and he is innocent of the allegations.” 
Soon after the scandal broke, the secretary of the 
academy, Sara Danius, announced that she had herself 
been sexually harassed by Arnault. She called in lawyers 

and attempted to expel Frostenson from the academy. 
Arnault, meanwhile, has powerful defenders. His great 
friend Engdahl campaigned to have Danius expelled in 

turn. In an article for the national tabloid Expressen, 
Engdahl deprecated the vulgarity of his opponents in the 
academy, and called them “a clique of bad losers … who 

plotted to wound and humiliate Katarina Frostenson”.  

 
Swedish academy member Katarina Frostenson and her 
husband, Jean-Claude Arnault, who has been accused of 
multiple sexual assaults. Photograph: 
IBL/REX/Shutterstock  

In the event, both women stepped down. Enough 
members resigned in support of Danius that the academy 
was left inquorate, with Engdahl in control of the rump. 

It seems possible that the king of Sweden, who has 
ultimate responsibility for the academy, will simply close 
the whole thing down this summer, with potentially 
disastrous consequences for the Nobel prize in literature. 

The Nobel Foundation, which funds the prize, is refusing 
to keep doing so until the academy is cleaned up. 

The scandal has elements of a tragedy, in which people 
who set out to serve literature and culture discovered 
they were only pandering to writers and the people who 
hang around with them. The pursuit of excellence in art 
was entangled with the pursuit of social prestige. The 
academy behaved as if the meals in its clubhouse were 
as much an accomplishment as the work that got people 

elected there. 
The academy had thought it stood for the culture of TS 
Eliot: somewhat masculine and unashamedly elitist, in 
which power is channelled in the service of tradition. It 
turns out to be much more like the culture of an ageing 
rock star: smug, macho, with its cool self-importance 

armoured by money and fame. The destruction of the 

academy’s reputation is not just damaging to an old, 
odd, Swedish institution, but also to the ideals it upheld, 

and to the dream of a global high culture that the Nobel 
prize represents. 

 
The Academy was, from its inception in 1786, an elitist 

institution. It was to contain the best writers and 
scholars in Sweden, and to guard and nourish the 
language. It puts out an official list of all the recognised 
words in Swedish and is still working, after more than a 
century, on the definitive dictionary of the language. 

Members are elected for life, and inducted at a banquet 
with a fanfare of trumpets. It is rich, with investments 
worth an estimated £110m. Membership brings 
considerable financial advantages: there are a great 
many perks in the way of apartments in the loveliest 
parts of Stockholm, dinners, and the use of delightful 
offices. The members’ compensation is not published, but 

according to an investigation of their tax returns by one 
Stockholm paper, they receive around £40,000 a year 
when they are active participants. To be the secretary is 

a full-time post, and while the salary is unknown, the 
pension increases by £10,000 for every year served. 
It’s harder to discover what the academy’s use to 

contemporary Sweden is. The kind of literature it exists 
to nourish is kept alive largely by subsidy. With a few 
exceptions, its members could not make a living from 
writing. This is, of course, true of writers everywhere 
today, but in a world dominated by a few global 
languages, the chief of them English, a language like 
Swedish – with only 9 million speakers – can’t sustain 

many writers economically. The books that sell in 
Sweden are almost always those that can be profitably 
translated, which means crime novels, with the 
occasional quirky literary breakout such as the novel 
Popular Music from Vittula. 

In the 1970s, the idea that the academy was the 
pinnacle of Swedish culture came under attack, at the 

same time as the wider belief that European – and 
particularly Swedish – culture represented the peak of 
human achievement was looking rather unconvincing. To 
the academy, this was a slowly growing but existential 
threat. The extraordinary ambition of the academy’s 
judges was not just to read foreign literature in the 

original language but, beyond that, to judge their 
originality and importance within their own traditions. 
However, as the world of literature expanded to include 
Latin America, Africa, India, Japan and China, this 
aspiration began to look unrealistic. 
The academy had been established to embody and to 
strengthen the claim that Swedish was one of the great 

languages of European civilisation, as worthy of respect 
as any other. In 1974 the academy put this belief to the 
test by choosing two of its own members, the poets 
Harry Martinson and Eyvind Johnson, for the prize – a 
choice that was greeted with a storm of derision. (Four 
years later, Martinson killed himself.) This criticism 
seems unduly harsh: Martinson is a much better poet 

than, for example, Bob Dylan, who was awarded the 
prize in 2016. But the dismissive reaction was a warning 
of things to come. 
At this low ebb in the academy’s prestige, the novelist 
Kerstin Ekman was elected to the chair vacated by 
Martinson. She lives in the north of Sweden, and was 

unimpressed by the academy’s prestige. She arranged 

not to have to travel to the weekly meals in Stockholm 
because this would disrupt her work too much. She left 
in 1989 after a very public row when the academy failed 
even to discuss a motion in support of Salman Rushdie, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/sweden
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2003/jul/20/fiction.features1
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after a fatwa was issued against him. Two other 
members also tried to resign over the Rushdie affair. 

They, like Ekman, were told that the statutes made no 
provision for anyone to leave before death. So, like her, 

they simply cut off all contact with the academy. That 
scandal made the first real dent in the institution’s 
mystique. The members could have chosen to try to 
make a difference in the world. Instead, they turned 
inwards, cleaving to the belief in their own self-

importance and in their perfect right to secrecy. 
When I was last in Stockholm, in May, none of the 
academicians I approached would talk at all, and few 
people would talk on record. It’s a small city, and the 
cultural circle within it is smaller still. And no one, I 
think, wants to be seen washing dirty linen in the foreign 
press. But I was told again and again that the academy 

was run by small cliques, and that the story could not be 
understood outside of the personal relations of the 
people within it. 

 
Ekman was one of the few Academicians whose novels 
sold in any quantity in Sweden. The split between 

popular and elite writing was widening throughout the 
1980s and it shows up very clearly in the saga of two 
writers, only one of whom would become important to 
the academy. In the late 70s, two fiercely aspiring young 
writers lived in the small northern city of Umeå, tucked 
under the Arctic Circle, and both were called Stig 
Larsson. One had started a literary magazine when he 

was 17 and still in school. As soon as he could wrangle a 
state culture subsidy, he moved the operation down to 
Stockholm where the magazine, called Kris, or “Crisis”, 
became the centre of a tight group of university-
educated critics who were just as ambitious and 

dissatisfied with the state of Swedish literature as he 
was. At the age of 24, Larsson published a novel full of 

meaningless sex and alienation called The Autists – and 
became a critical sensation. 
So great was his success that the other Stig Larsson 
changed the spelling of his name to Stieg. He was 
working for years in almost complete obscurity on a 
novel called Men Who Hate Women, while earning his 

living on small left-wing magazines. He died without ever 
seeing his books published, but in English translation 
Men Who Hate Women became The Girl With the Dragon 
Tattoo – the biggest Swedish cultural export since Abba, 
or possibly Minecraft. I don’t suppose many members of 
the academy have read it. 
Kris was a small but very fashionable magazine, a war 

cry against the earnest worthiness of much of Swedish 
literature then, which was full of noble proletarians and 
earnest worries about socialism. Kris preached Derrida, 
and the importance of French and German literature over 
supposedly provincial American writers. Stig Larsson got 
to interview Foucault. This was all happening at a time 
when Swedish popular culture was rushing in the other 

direction, ignoring European influences, and indeed 
languages, and embracing the English language, 
commercial television, hamburgers, credit cards, 
celebrity and golf. 
The insurgent elitism of Kris magazine made a stark 
contrast not just with popular culture, but with the stiff, 

unfashionable elitism of the Swedish Academy in the 

early 1980s. In a narrow, Swedish context, the Academy 
was radically opposed to the egalitarian ideals of the 
Social Democrats who had governed the country for 44 
years. At one stage there were fewer Social Democrat 

members of the academy than Catholics – and Catholics 
in Sweden were then a tiny minority. 

In what must be seen as an effort at renewal, the 
academy turned to a new generation. The young feminist 

poet Katarina Frostenson was elected in 1992. She 
entered the academy – as all members do – with a 
ceremony at a formal banquet. With her French husband, 
the cultural entrepreneur Jean-Claude Arnault, she ran 
Forum, a basement club in Stockholm dedicated to high 

culture – poetry readings and classical music in an 
atmosphere charged with high seriousness and erotic 
intensity. 
It was then widely believed that if you wanted to get on 
in the world of elite culture, you had to be in with the 
Forum/Kris group. The relationship was particularly 
incestuous because Forum, like the rest of Swedish high 

culture, is dependent on subsidy, and some of that came 
from the academy. (According to an article in Dagens 
Nyheter, the academy said Frostenson did not declare 

that she owned half the club it was helping to subsidise.) 

 
Jean-Claude Arnault in 2017. Photograph: Malin 
Hoelstad/SvD/TT News Agency/Press Association  

After the Rushdie affair and the election of Frostenson, 
the academy grew closer to the circle around Larsson’s 

Kris magazine, and in particular to the critic Engdahl. 
Larsson himself was unelectable, having developed a 
notorious amphetamine habit; he was living the life of a 

literary rock star to the full. In a recent memoir he 
describes, apparently without shame, an episode when 
he picked up a young girl (an intern at Expressen) who 
looked “unusually brittle” at a party, took her home while 
treating her with silent disdain, whipped her with 
electrical flex and then started anal intercourse, at which 
point he was astonished to notice that she had started to 

cry. So he took her to her parents, being as polite as he 
possibly could, for it had suddenly occurred to him that 
he might be reported to the police. 
Engdahl and the literary critic Anders Olsson had edited 
Kris magazine with Larsson, but unlike him their bad-boy 

poses were purely literary. Engdahl, as a young critic 

with a name to make, had written a review of a rival 
critic’s first novel so vicious that human shit was left on 
his doorstep in response, but by the mid-90s he was 
moving to the heart of the cultural establishment. He 
was on the board of the Royal Opera and of the Nobel 
Foundation. 
Engdahl was elected to the academy in 1998. His then 

wife, Ebba Witt-Brattström, told Expressen in May: 
“When he got the news, he bounced around with shining 
eyes and glowing cheeks as if he’d had a shot of heroin.” 
That year Witt-Brattström and Engdahl were 
photographed smiling, cheek to cheek, as “culture’s royal 
couple” on the front of an upmarket women’s magazine; 
Engdahl was outraged that his wife was featured 

alongside him on the cover. “You’ve fucked me up the 
arse, you bastards,” he shouted in the magazine’s 
offices. “I don’t want to be shown up as being intimate 
with my wife!” 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/rushdie-fatwa
https://www.theguardian.com/books/stieg-larsson
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/jan/06/fiction.features
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/jan/06/fiction.features
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jul/17/the-ugly-scandal-that-cancelled-the-nobel-prize-in-literature#img-3
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jul/17/the-ugly-scandal-that-cancelled-the-nobel-prize-in-literature#img-3
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On the printed page, Engdahl is a considerable stylist. A 
Swedish ambassador to London once sent me an essay 

he wrote to mark the 200th anniversary of the Russian 
conquest of Finland, as an example of what the Swedish 

language could still be used to do. He is also arrogant, 
pugnacious and capable of orbital flights of pomposity. 
But he embodies the academy’s sense that it is the 
curator of an infinitely valuable high culture which the 
outside world has abandoned. 

 
By the late 1990s, Arnault had a reputation as a 
womaniser, but this did not seem a very serious crime to 
literary Stockholm then. Just as with the #MeToo scandal 
in Hollywood, quite a lot of the recent outrage came from 
the re-evaluation of behaviour that had always been half-
known. 

“I had heard those rumours [about Arnault] too, but 
nothing at all about rape; just that he was touchy-feely 
and interested in young women,” says Maria Schottenius, 

who was at the time the culture editor of Expressen, and 
worked closely with Engdahl. “But I had a hard time 
taking them seriously,” she said, “mostly because his 

wife, Katarina, always worked with him at the club.” 
Later, Arnault’s reputation grew so pungent that before 
one grand literary banquet in 2006, a special request 
was made privately by the royal court to Engdahl that 
the Crown Princess Victoria was never to be left alone in 
a room with Arnault. 
The first time the gossip buzzing around Arnault was 

treated as a scandal was in 1997. Expressen ran an 
expose of the treatment of women at Forum. The 
headline was hard to miss: “Sex terror in the cultural 
elite”. 
The story ran: “A well-known cultural personality has 

been accused by several interns of sexual harassment … 
One of the women has … sent a desperate letter to 

several of the cultural institutions which have supported 
his work.” 
The Academy’s then secretary, Sture Allén (who had 
been in charge at the time of the Rushdie affair), 
received a copy of the letter. He confirmed that he had 
read it, but refused to say anything further. He certainly 

took no action. Frostenson, who was approached by 
Expressen (though not named), had no comment either. 
The paper also revealed that the accounts of the club 
were in a mess, that it was losing £50,000 a year, and 
that Allén had signed a loan guarantee for it on behalf of 
the academy. He stonewalled questions about the 
money, too. 

The Expressen story, and the scandal, faded quietly 
away, although no further young women were sent on 
work experience to Forum. Anna-Karin Bylund, the artist 
who had written the letter on which Expressen based its 
story, in which she complained that Arnault had 
assaulted her sexually, was dismissed by Arnault himself 
as a “cunt artist”.  

Gabriella Håkansson, now an established novelist, was 
just starting out as a writer in the 1990s, and was very 
aware of Arnault. “He was really notorious among my 
generation of authors, and even to older ones,” she told 
me. “I have a friend who is now 62 who had told me of 
her experience. So I avoided Forum because of its 

reputation.” 

But in 2007 Arnault came up to her at a literary 
reception. “We had only exchanged a couple of sentences 
before he shoved his hand right up between my legs. It 
happened so unbelievably quickly. Then my hand came 

up and slapped him. I remember the onlookers laughed 
in a rather shame-faced way, as if to say ‘Look, he’s at it 

again.’ 
“His assault had nothing to do with sex. I’m an attractive 

woman and I have been the victim of clumsy flirtation 
before, but nothing else like that has ever happened to 
me. The pussy grab was just about power,” she says. 
The novelist Lena Andersson suggested that people had 
been aware of the behaviour attributed to Arnault, but no 

one had taken it seriously: “In those pre-MeToo days 
people generally assumed that adult women could be 
sexually interested in men, even married men, and it was 
regarded as Victorian, paternalistic and patriarchal to 
assume that they needed protection and that they 
engaged in sexual activities against their will. People 
knew he was a womaniser and assumed that he and his 

wife had an agreement on this.” 
As the scandal developed through last winter and the 
spring of this year, Engdahl was increasingly identified as 

the champion of Arnault and Frostenson within the 
academy, and was attacked all over the Swedish press. 
Andersson was one of his few defenders. In a piece for 

the newspaper Dagens Nyheter, she wrote: “The 
bloodthirsty persecution of him does not solely arise from 
our society’s populist contempt for distinction, education 
and authority: to a considerable extent, it is simply an 
expression of envy ... I have never forgotten the painful 
insight in a passage Engdahl once quoted from Theodor 
Adorno: ‘The sniggering from the other pupils when 

teacher’s pet gets an answer wrong is the seed of 
fascism.’” [sic – anything from Adorno needs to be taken 
with a  grain of salt – ed. AI] 
The sense that they were defenders of a cultural 
hierarchy merged in some members’ minds with the 

defence of their position in the social hierarchy. It 
seemed for years that nothing could breach the 

fortifications of social and sexual privilege protecting the 
academy and Arnault.  
There were small scandals around the academy in those 
years: in 2005 one member stepped down over the 
award of the prize to an Austrian communist whose work 
he regarded as pornographic. Bob Dylan was given the 

prize in 2016, and promptly showed the literary bad boys 
how a real rock star behaves, treating the academy with 
sustained contempt for months and piling humiliation on 
to the ridicule his award had already invited. 
The secretary of the academy, who had to put a brave 
face on Dylan’s behaviour, was Sara Danius, an essayist 
and literary critic, elected in 2013. “She was always 

thought gifted and bright [but] she’s not a biddable 
person,” said Maria Schottenius. “She was overjoyed 
when she was elected.”  
Danius is the daughter of one of the most important, if 
least conventionally respectable, writers in modern 
Sweden. Her mother, Anna Wahlgren, published a 500 
page child-rearing manual that sold to almost every 

family in Sweden in the early 1980s (I still have my 
copy) drawing on her own considerable experience as a 
mother: she had had nine children by four husbands. 
Danius was her eldest child, born from Wahlgren’s first 
marriage, at 18, to a widower 36 years older than she 
was. Wahlgren had been a child in flight from an 

unhappy home; he was a teacher who took her in when 

she was at boarding school, treated her kindly, and 
anointed her teenage spots with vintage brandy. She 
asked him to marry her. He did. The marriage lasted for 
four years and they had two children. Wahlgren may 
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have been bohemian in her relationships, but she was 
also strict as a parent. 

 
Horace Engdahl giving a speech during the Nobel prize 
ceremony in Stockholm in 2016. Photograph: Soren 
Andersson/AFP/Getty Images  

Danius inherited her mother’s strength of will. When the 
scandal finally broke over Arnault, she was the 
academy’s secretary. She was in the hot seat. 

 
The woman who broke the story was Matilda Gustavsson, 
a reporter on Dagens Nyheter, who had been galvanised 

by the Harvey Weinstein scandal in Hollywood. How 
many women in Sweden, she wondered, could say “me 
too”? It took her weeks of digging to find 18 of them, 
one for every member of the academy, who would 
testify, most anonymously, about what they had suffered 
at the hands of Arnault. But, she says, it grew easier 

after she had a critical mass: “When you can say to 
someone that she is the 14th person to appear in the 
report, they are more willing to talk.” By the end, she 
says, there were far more than 18 testimonies she could 
have used. 
Details of her report make nauseating reading. There is a 

pattern of sexual harassment, assault and encounters 

that turned non-consensual halfway through. Many of the 
stories centre round the exploitation of emotionally 
fragile young women by a man much older and more 
powerful than they were. Although Arnault was not 
named in the report – in fact, to this day Dagens Nyheter 
refers to him only as “the cultural celebrity” – no one 
aware of his position could mistake the target of the 

story. But the effect was suddenly to turn his behaviour 
from a matter of private gossip into one of public 
scandal. Almost all the people who had tolerated what 
they knew of it up till then revolted. “No one had any 
idea that it got as close to simple rape as some of the 
stories told to Matilda,” says Björn Wiman, now the 

cultural editor of Dagens Nyheter. 

 
Sara Danius after a meeting at the Swedish Academy in 
Stockholm in April. Photograph: TT News Agency/Reuters  

Three days after the story broke, the academy met for 
two and a half hours, and Danius emerged from the 
meeting to tell the press that it had voted unanimously 

to suspend all cooperation with Arnault and his 

enterprises. She added that it had emerged in the course 
of the meeting that “members of the academy, their 
daughters, their wives, and employees” had suffered 

“unwanted intimacies” or “inappropriate treatment” at his 
hands. She called in lawyers to examine whether the 

subsidies from the academy to Forum had been legally 
proper. 

Engdahl and the conservative faction on the academy 
resolved to save Frostenson. They had two things on 
their side. The first was the unarguable damage that the 
scandal had done to the academy’s reputation; surely the 
last thing they wanted was more bad publicity. The 

second was the sense that the women making allegations 
were protesting too much, and had already caused too 
much damage. The backlash was strengthened by the 
suicide, in March, of Benny Fredriksson, a successful and 
widely admired theatre director who had been forced out 
of his position at one of the Stockholm theatres in 
December after accusations in the tabloid press of high-

handedness and bullying. After his death, he was 
described by his supporters as a martyr to the Swedish 
jealousy of uncompromising excellence in any field. 

Besides, Engdahl’s group argued, the Royal Academy of 
Music had suffered a much worse sexual harassment 
scandal when 653 women signed a letter in November 

last year claiming sexual harassment by its members, 
but no one made a fuss about that: why pick on the 
academy of literature? 
On 5 April this year, the academy met to discuss the 
report of the lawyers Danius had called in (at the cost to 
the academy of half a million pounds). According to press 
reports at the time, the report recommended that the 

payments to Arnault and his club be reported to the 
police. Danius argued that Frostenson should be expelled 
as well. When it came to a vote, a majority, marshalled 
by Engdahl, rejected both propositions. After the 
meeting, three more members, among them Engdahl’s 

old mentor, the literary historian Kjell Espmark, resigned. 
Danius hung on. 

By then the scandal had opened a second front: there 
had been heavy and well-informed betting in advance of 
the prize in several of the early years of the century; 
Frostenson was accused of leaking the names of seven 
prizewinners to her husband ahead of the 
announcements. Her defenders argued that there was 

insufficient evidence to justify such a dreadful 
punishment as expelling her from the academy. Engdahl 
argued in a piece for Expressen that it was contrary to 
natural justice to punish Frostenson for the sins alleged 
against her husband. But Engdahl could not resist 
moving on to the attack: Danius, he said, “was the one 
secretary of all those since 1786 who has worst 

discharged her duties”. 
The convoluted phrasing struck a bum note, but the 
sentiment behind it was worse. Björn Wiman at Dagens 
Nyheter says the paper had been worried about whether 
its own coverage had made too much of the accusations 
against Arnault, but the readership turned out to be 
solidly behind the paper’s investigative work. Engdahl’s 

attack on Danius lost him the sympathy of almost all the 
female readers. “Women over 55 are the carriers of 
culture in this country,” Wiman said. “They buy the 
books, and go to the concerts and the theatre – and they 
have been outraged by Engdahl.” 
Within the academy there was a spine of conservatives 

who were outraged by Engdahl’s behaviour (Espmark 

described his former protege Engdahl’s attack on Danius 
as the most shameful thing he had ever read), but they 
were not a majority. Four days later, at the next 
meeting, Danius was sacked as secretary, and 
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announced she was leaving the academy as well. 
Frostenson was excluded from the academy’s meetings 

altogether. 
The departure of both the women at the centre of the 

row was presented as a compromise, but immediately 
denounced as shameful horsetrading. Three more 
members withdrew in solidarity with Danius. That left 
Engdahl in apparently full control of the situation, since 
he had managed to secure the votes of those members 

who thought that the academy’s survival was more 
important than its reputation in the outside world. 
The Engdahl faction still expected to choose a Nobel prize 
winner this year, but on 4 May, two days after the rump 
academy had announced its intention to do so, the Nobel 
Foundation, which pays out the money, stepped in and 
announced there would be no award this year. Its 

chairman has since said that there will be no prize money 
until the academy has cleared itself. 
By this stage, there were only 10 members left in the 

academy. Twelve votes are needed to elect any new 
members. The three who had most recently resigned 
offered to return, and make the body quorate, if Horace 

Engdahl resigned. He wouldn’t. He still won’t. The 
stalemate seems absolute. Rumours continue to swirl 
that the king might dissolve the academy altogether. 
On 12 June this year, Arnault was charged with two 
counts of rape. Whatever the outcome of the trial – the 
alleged offences took place without witnesses in 2011 – 
the academy’s prestige has been shattered, probably for 

ever. At least, that’s how it seems to outsiders. 
But when I rang Engdahl’s friend Stig Larsson, the 
founder of Kris magazine, he had a different take on the 
whole business: “I have known [Arnault] since 1983. He 
is a close friend. It is completely impossible that he 

should have raped anyone. Katarina Frostenson is 
reckoned, together with me, to be one of the best poets 

in Sweden … The feminists have driven Sweden to 
lunacy.” 

---------------------------------------------- 
• This article was amended on 18 and 26 July 2018 to 
clarify a quote from Maria Schottenius, and to remove the 
assertion that Jean-Claude Arnault is much older than 
Katarina Frostenson. 
• Follow the Long Read on Twitter at @gdnlongread, or 
sign up to the long read weekly email here. 
Since you’re here…  
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading 
the Guardian than ever but advertising revenues across 
the media are falling fast. And unlike many news 
organisations, we haven’t put up a paywall – we want to 
keep our journalism as open as we can. So you can see 
why we need to ask for your help. The Guardian’s 
independent, investigative journalism takes a lot of time, 
money and hard work to produce. But we do it because 
we believe our perspective matters – because it might 
well be your perspective, too. 
The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set 
our own agenda. Our journalism is free from commercial 
bias and not influenced by billionaire owners, politicians 
or shareholders. No one edits our Editor. No one steers 
our opinion. This is important because it enables us to 
give a voice to the voiceless, challenge the powerful and 
hold them to account. It’s what makes us different to so 
many others in the media, at a time when factual, honest 
reporting is critical.  
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps 
to support it, our future would be much more secure. For 
as little as $1, you can support the Guardian – and it only 

takes a minute. Thank you. 
*https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jul/17/the-
ugly-scandal-that-cancelled-the-nobel-prize-in-literature  

__________________________________________________ 
Now a Nobel prize push from the New York Times into the Australian bush at Goroke! 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/french-photographer-jean-claude-arnault-nobel-row-charged-rape
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/12/french-photographer-jean-claude-arnault-nobel-row-charged-rape
https://twitter.com/@gdnlongread
https://www.theguardian.com/info/ng-interactive/2017/may/05/sign-up-for-the-long-read-email
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jul/17/the-ugly-scandal-that-cancelled-the-nobel-prize-in-literature
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jul/17/the-ugly-scandal-that-cancelled-the-nobel-prize-in-literature
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Is the Next Nobel Laureate 

in Literature Tending Bar in a Dusty Australian Town? 
*** 

With the publication of two new books,  

Gerald Murnane might finally find an American audience. 
By MARK BINELLI MARCH 27, 2018  

Goroke, Victoria, a former stagecoach stop in 
southeastern Australia, pop. 200, is not the sort of place 
you would expect to host a daylong academic 
symposium. About five hours from Melbourne by car, the 

town has the feel of an evacuation nearly complete. 
Empty storefronts line the main street; the local pub 
closed two years ago. Drive a few minutes outside 
Goroke, and the only signs of life arrive at dusk, when 
the kangaroos emerge from the brush to stare down 

passers-by from the edge of the road. But last 

December, about 40 scholars, critics, editors and general 
readers made the journey for a series of lectures on the 
work of Gerald Murnane. The author, who has lived in 
Goroke for the last decade, prefers not to travel, and he 
had suggested the scholars convene at the local golf 
club, where he plays a weekly game and also regularly 
tends bar. 

 
Murnane at home in Goroke in southeastern Australia. 

Credit Morganna Magee for The New York Times  

A strong case could be made for Murnane, who recently 
turned 79, as the greatest living English-language writer 

most people have never heard of. Even in his home 
country, he remains a cult figure; in 1999, when he won 
the Patrick White Award for underrecognized Australian 
writers, all his books were out of print. Yet his work has 

been praised by J.M. Coetzee and Shirley Hazzard, as 
well as young American writers like Ben Lerner and 
Joshua Cohen. Teju Cole has described Murnane as “a 
genius” and a “worthy heir to Beckett.” Last year, 
Ladbrokes placed his odds at winning the Nobel Prize for 
Literature at 50 to 1 — better than Cormac McCarthy, 

Salman Rushdie and Elena Ferrante. 
Murnane’s books are strange and wonderful and nearly 
impossible to describe in a sentence or two. After his 
third novel, “The Plains,” a fable-like story reminiscent of 
Italo Calvino published in 1982, Murnane largely turned 

away from what might be called conventional narrative 
pleasures. Dispensing almost entirely with plot and 

character, his later works are essayistic meditations on 
his own past, a personal mythology as attuned to the 

epic ordinariness of lost time as Proust, except with 
Murnane it’s horse races, a boyhood marble collection, 
Catholic sexual hang-ups and life as a househusband in 
the suburban Melbourne of the 1970s. 

Murnane has not made the selling of himself an easy 
task. Even by the standards of the solitary writer, his 
eccentricities are manifest. He has never flown on an 
airplane; in fact, he has barely traveled outside of 
Victoria. In a 2001 speech that has become legend 

among Murnanophiles, he informed an audience at the 

University of Newcastle of his longstanding belief that “a 
person reveals at least as much when he reports what he 
cannot do or has never done.” He went on: 
I become confused, or even distressed, whenever I find 
myself among streets or roads that are not arranged in a 
rectangular grid. ... I have watched few films during my 
lifetime and hardly any in recent years. ... I cannot recall 

having gone voluntarily into any art gallery or museum 
or building said to be of historic interest. I have never 
worn sunglasses. I have never learned to swim. I have 
never voluntarily immersed myself in any sea or stream. 
... I have never touched any button or switch or working 
part of any computer or fax machine or mobile 
telephone. I have never learned to operate any sort of 

camera. ... In 1979 I taught myself to type using the 
index finger of my right hand alone. Since then, I have 
composed all my fiction and other writing using the 
finger just mentioned and one or another of my three 
manual typewriters. 
Murnane is a trim, compact man with a fierce face; in 

photographs, especially, he exhibits a strong 
disinclination to smiling, favoring the hard stare. At the 
Goroke Golf Club, a V.F.W.-style hall with cinder-block 
walls and vinyl floral-print tablecloths, he positioned 
himself behind the bar and flipped through a newspaper, 
half-listening to presentations with titles like “Intention 
and Retrospective Revision in Gerald Murnane’s ‘Border 
Districts.’ ” Later, he claimed not to have followed much 

of the discussions. Mostly, he remembered thinking, Oh, 
so that’s what it looks like to you. During breaks, he 
signed books, occasionally complaining about the covers, 

and sold beer and soft drinks to the academics. 

 
A drawer in Murnane’s “chronological archive,” which fills 

much of his bunkerlike living space. Credit Morganna 

Magee for The New York Times 
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When I mentioned Murnane’s bartending to his old friend 

Imre Salusinszky, a journalist in Sydney, he paused, 

then said: “Yeah, look, it’s bizarre. Somebody’s going to 

come to this godforsaken dry golf course and order a 

beer from a person who could be the winner of the next 

Nobel Prize for Literature?” 

Then again, for Murnane, who once expressed regret at 
not having simply allowed “discerning editors to publish 
all my pieces of writing as essays,” the author is always 

present in the text, and so for the enterprising scholar, 
there’s arguably legitimate hermeneutic value in buying a 
Carlton from the subject of your dissertation. Murnane’s 
life, his fiction and the landscape he inhabits — the 
beauty and isolation of the Victorian interior, calm seas 
of yellow grassland that conjure schoolbook images of 

the veld — are so inextricably entwined that to visit him 
in Goroke feels at once like a field trip and a close 
reading. 

A few weeks after my own journey to Goroke had been 
arranged, but before I had left for Australia, I heard from 
a publicist at Murnane’s American publishing house: 
Could I send Gerald a text message? (After Murnane 

moved to Goroke, his sons insisted he violate one of the 
other longstanding strictures laid out in the Newcastle 
speech and purchase a cellular telephone.) Murnane was 
concerned because he hadn’t received word from me. I’d 
assumed, incorrectly, that he wouldn’t want to be 
bothered by a journalist unless necessary. But five 
minutes after I sent him a quick introductory note, I 

received a long reply. It began: “Very pleased to hear 
from you. I promise you abundant material. I have a 
reputation in some quarters as an aloof recluse but that’s 
only because I refuse to go to writers’ festivals and talk 

the fake-intellectual [expletive] that most writers talk. 
I’m wholly different and original and also affable and 

friendly when I’m with genuine unpretentious folk such 
as the old guys I play golf with every week.” After 
dispatching some scheduling questions, he ended the 
message, “Once again, I promise you an interview unlike 
any you’ve done before.” 
In one of my favorite Murnane stories, “Precious 
Bane,” published in 1985, the narrator, an aspiring writer 

who worries about becoming an alcoholic, browses 
unhappily in a used bookstore. He carries around a list of 
authors in a notebook labeled “1900-1940 ... Unjustly 
Neglected” and worries about his own legacy — a bit 
prematurely, as he hasn’t published anything yet. Then, 
because it’s Murnane, the plot, such as it is, turns 

inward, as the protagonist pictures a scene far in the 

future: the year 2020. (The story is set in 1980.) In his 
mind, he sees a man standing before a wall of 
bookshelves, gazing at the spine of the last remaining 
copy of a novel composed 40 years earlier. The man has 
read the book, but he’s struggling to remember a single 
detail from the text, anything, a line, an image. (This is a 

favorite exercise of the real-life Murnane.) An odd five-
page digression follows, in which the narrator imagines 
the human brain as a Carthusian monastery, with monks 
in charge of preserving memories. Eventually, he returns 
to the imagined future reader, who has failed to recall 
anything from what is, of course, the narrator’s book: 
“The man fills his glass again and goes on sipping some 

costly poison of the twenty-first century. He does not 
understand the importance of his forgetfulness, but I 
understand it. I know that no one now remembers 
anything of my writing.” 

Happily, though we’re only two years shy of his imagined 
dystopia, the Goroke symposium took place in the 

context of a belated surge of interest in Murnane’s work. 
Here in the United States, Murnane’s publishing history 

was spotty to nonexistent until Dalkey Archive, a small 
literary press, released his novel “Barley Patch” in 2011. 
This month, Farrar, Straus and Giroux will publish 
“Stream System,” Murnane’s collected short fiction, and 
a new novel, “Border Districts.” 

The trickiness of categorizing Murnane’s work goes some 
way toward explaining why he’s not a household name, 
even among households with lots of books. Is he an 
outsider artist or a postmodern master? Both? Neither? 
As much as Murnane reveres Proust, his own elaborate 
memory palaces remain a genre unto themselves. On a 
sentence level, Murnane adheres to a militant 

grammatical precision and engages in repetition that 
verges on the incantatory (and that privileges the noun 
over the pronoun). It’s a hypnotic style, dryly funny, or 

at least aware of the ways in which its fussiness might be 
amusing. In 1990, The London Review of Books 
published a cranky letter from Murnane that read, in full: 

“Dear Editors, Frank Kermode quotes what he calls a 
very long sentence from Thomas Pynchon (LRB, 8 Feb, 
90). The passage quoted is not a sentence. The passage 
consists of a sentence of 66 words followed by a comma 
and then a sequence of clauses and phrases that is 
neither a part of the sentence preceding it nor a sentence 
in itself.” 

Murnane once described himself as a “technical writer” — 
meaning, he explained, that in his depictions of “the 
mental imagery that is my only available subject-
matter,” he strove for the rigor and precision of a white 
paper. (He often refers to his stories as reports.) I’d say 

he’s more like a detective, pacing in front of a gigantic 
evidence board. A typical Murnane work of fiction unfolds 

like a procedural, often spinning out from a single, half-
remembered image, something as simple as a jockey’s 
racing colors, as glimpsed on a youthful outing to the 
track in Bendigo, a city in Victoria. Other memories will 
follow — anecdotes, personal asides, funny or sad little 
stories within the story — and it can all seem digressive, 

until the methodical obsessiveness of Murnane’s self-
interrogation becomes clear. He’s searching the furthest 
reaches of his memory for clues, hidden meanings, 
details that might have slipped away. The digressions 
turn out to be leads. And in the end, there’s no writing-
workshop epiphany, but rather that thrilling moment 
when the circles and arrows linking up the photographs 

thumbtacked to the squad-room wall form a previously 
unseen web of connection. 
For newcomers, the wide-ranging “Stream System” is the 
place to begin. Some of the stories assume more 
recognizable forms — for instance, the entire history of 
Australian colonialism becomes a concise, Borgesian 
parable about desire in “Land Deal.” Most of the other 

pieces feature self-conscious narrators who compulsively 
draw readerly attention to the text (“Boy Blue” begins “A 
few weeks ago, the person writing this story read aloud 
to a gathering of persons another story that he had 
written”) and could be read as fragmented, 
expressionistic memoirs in miniature. In “Velvet Waters,” 

the subject is failed romance; in one of the story’s 

funnier episodes, the shy, Murnane-like narrator tries to 
impress a love interest by telling her about a weekend 
trip to an art movie — unfortunately, it’s Ingmar 
Bergman’s “The Virgin Spring,” and he ends up going 
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into great detail about the rape sequence. “Cotters Come 
No More” is a tribute to a complicated relationship with a 

favorite bachelor uncle who, in a lovely bit of imagery at 
the opening of the story, traps a fly under a glass, tosses 

it into a spider web “and then stands with his hands on 
his hips, observing.” Later, the teenage narrator recalls 
walks with his uncle on the family land, where 
the chief event of the afternoon might have been his 
sitting down beside me on a hilltop, taking out of his 

trousers pocket the folded form-guide from The Age, 
pointing to a certain name among the fields of horses, 
and then fiddling with his wireless until I was just able to 
hear, above the crackle of static and the buzzing of 
insects in the grass, the call of a race more than a 
hundred miles away with the horse that my uncle had 
brought to my notice in the thick of the finish. 

In a long appreciation in his recent collection of essays, 
Coetzee praised Murnane’s “chiseled sentences,” placing 
him among of the last generation of Australian writers to 

come to maturity when the country “was still a cultural 
colony of England, repressed, puritanical and suspicious 
of foreigners.” Murnane’s Australianness comes through 

most clearly in “The Plains” — considered his 
masterpiece by many — which follows an artist seeking 
patronage from wealthy landowners in a mysterious 
frontier town, hoping to film the unfilmable secrets of the 
titular landscape. The world Murnane describes is a 
dream-country, where battles are waged between rival 
schools of artists (the Horizonites and the Haremen) and 

coastal condescension is flipped on its head as the vast, 
unloved interior becomes a place of rich and bedeviling 
obscurity, where landowners in their baronial estates 
“pity the poor coast-dwellers staring all day from their 
cheerless beaches at the worst of all deserts” and 

express bafflement with “their awe at a mere absence of 
land.” 

When I spoke to Salusinszky, a former professor of 
English who published a monograph on Murnane with 
Oxford University Press in 1993, he brought up the story 
“Precious Bane,” which is also included in “Stream 
System,” pointing out that the title is a phrase used by 
Milton to describe money, something “we need to get the 

things we want.” Salusinszky went on, “I think for Gerald 
writing is a kind of precious bane. It’s a burden and a 
nuisance, almost a duty, having to explore the 
connections between the images in his mind. And he 
keeps telling us that he has done his duty, that this is it. 
But of course, to use, if you’ll forgive me, Derridean 
language, there’s always a supplement. There’s always 

an appendix. There’s always something left unsaid.” 

 
Gerald Murnane outside his local Men’s Shed, on the main 

street of Goroke, Victoria, southeastern Australia. Credit 

Morganna Magee for The New York Times 

My first day in Goroke, Murnane instructed me to pick 

him up at the local Men’s Shed, housed in a former bank. 

For the non-Australian reader, a quick explanation: A 
men’s shed is a communal workshop where members do 

things like repair shelves or bicycles, part of a national 
public-health initiative aimed at curbing depression 

among retired men. Murnane possesses few useful skills 
for a men’s shed, but the week after he moved to 
Goroke, the owner of the local service station invited him 
to join. He looks after the kitchen, cleans the toilet and 
serves as treasurer. 

Murnane had been watching the street from behind the 
muslin storefront curtain, and he marched outside to 
greet me. He wore a plaid shirt tucked into light khaki 
trousers and had the loose, ruddy skin of an avid golfer 
of a certain age. A successful treatment for prostate 
cancer had left him unable to sleep without interruption, 
but he appeared sharp and full of vim. 

“Your body adapts, like a soldier in the trenches,” 
Murnane said matter-of-factly. The shed wasn’t 
technically open, but Murnane led me past dusty 

workbenches scattered with tools into a modest lounge, 
where he put on a kettle and opened a jar of instant 
coffee. His health, he said, had been improving, and he 

felt “full of optimism,” and not just about his recovery. 
“My publishing history’s just so checkered with sudden 
reversals, ups and downs, confusions, wrong turnings, 
and at the end of my life, virtually, it seems like things 
are starting to work out,” he said. 
Then he pulled out an envelope, on which he’d written a 
series of preliminary questions to ask me. They included 

“Are you at all interested in golf?” “Are you at all 
interested in horse racing?” and “What do you propose to 
do for lunch?” My answers (no, sort of, your call) seemed 
to satisfy him. “You might feel like you’re being 
overorganized, but this is how I do things,” Murnane 

said, leaning back in a chair. On a bulletin board behind 
him, someone had tacked up a photograph of a man at a 

pub drinking from a glass of beer the size of a trash 
barrel. The caption read, “I’m Only Going Out for One.” 
Murnane moved to Goroke in 2009, after the death of his 
wife of 43 years, Catherine. Their eldest son, Giles, 
whom Murnane repeatedly described as a hermit, had 
come to Goroke years earlier, having chosen the town off 

the map for its cheap housing. Murnane had always been 
attracted to the country, and the first time he visited 
Giles, driving past the town graveyard, he had a 
premonition, “calmly and wordlessly,” he later wrote, “as 
one understands things in dreams”: That’s where my 
ashes will lie.  
“I think you can probably see that I’m sane, but I say 

and believe things that insane people believe,” Murnane 
told me. “I don’t believe in a personal God, but I believe 
in the survival of the soul. And I get intimations and 
feelings.” Catherine had no desire to move from their 
home in the Melbourne suburbs, but when her doctor 
informed her that she had terminal lung cancer, she 
turned to Murnane and said, “Now you can go and live in 

Goroke.” Less than a year later, she was buried in the 
town’s cemetery. “And I came up here to live with my 
hermit son,” Murnane said. “Scholarly people who admire 
my books find it somewhat incongruous that I should live 
in a place like this. But I don’t mix very much with 
writers. We have very little to talk about. I find most of 

them pretentious. So it seems to me the most natural 

thing in the world that I should live here at this period in 
my life.” 
Murnane and his son live on a residential street a few 
blocks away from the Men’s Shed. An unpaved alley lined 
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with corrugated-tin fencing led to the back entrance. The 
place had a ramshackle quality. A corrugated-tin barn 

stood beside five squat reservoirs used to capture 
rainwater — the town’s water is not potable — and a 

lonely clothesline tree leaned crookedly in a cement 
courtyard surrounded by an uneven stone wall. Murnane 
lived in a studio behind the main house. Both buildings 
were constructed from unlined blocks of white sandstone 
quarried nearby, giving Murnane’s quarters, especially, a 

bunkerlike feel. 
‘I don’t know what anyone is thinking,’ Murnane 
said. ‘People are a mystery to me.’ 
It’s difficult to overstate the lack of shared qualities 
between Murnane’s room and any recognized notion of a 
living area. There were nods in the latter direction: the 
kitchen sink and minifridge; the tiny bathroom; a 

wooden schoolboy’s desk, facing a blank wall in the 
corner, where Murnane writes. But the bulk of the room 
had been filled with Murnane’s archives: more than a 

dozen filing cabinets, lining three walls and containing 
thousands of pages of journals, letters, lecture notes and 
ephemera from every stage of his life. A separate row of 

metal storage lockers bisected the center of the room, 
adding to the jarring overall motif, a blend of fanatical 
organization and claustrophobia, as if a squatter had 
taken over a secluded wing of a research library. There 
was no bed. Murnane keeps a folding cot in his shower 
stall. A threadbare sleeping pad, meant for a tent, was 
stored atop the storage lockers along with some 

blankets. 
Murnane began keeping the archives more than 50 years 
ago, both for posterity and to satisfy his own meticulous 
sense of order, and he has left strict instructions 
regarding their contents, which are not to be made public 

until after his own death and the death of his surviving 
siblings. (He has one brother, a Catholic priest, and a 

sister; another brother, who was born with an intellectual 
disability and was repeatedly hospitalized, died in 1985.) 
Nonetheless, Murnane opened the cabinets to give me a 
sense of their contents. His so-called Chronological 
Archive is stuffed with hanging files covering each period 
of his life and featuring headings like “I rebuff a wealthy 

widow,” “I fall out with an arrogant student of mine,” 
“Two women bother me,” “I decide that most books are 
crap,” “Hoaxes! How I love them!” and “Peter Carey 
exposed at last.” He also has multiple drafts of his 13 
books; letters addressed, as in a time capsule, to a 
future Murnane scholar, whom he imagines as a young 
woman, and whom he addresses in the letters as “Fc,” 

for “future creature”; a notebook of 20,000 words titled 
“My Shame File”; a 40,000-word report on miraculous or 
unexplained events in his life; and a 75,000-word 
account of his dealings with everyone he has ever 
courted romantically or considered courting. 
“There’s your seat,” he said, gesturing to a camping chair 
unfolded at the foot of his desk. It sat comically low to 

the ground. I settled in, the lockers containing every 
detail of Murnane’s mind rising on either side of me like 
canyon walls, and Murnane pulled out a list of agenda 
items he wished to discuss. 
The list had been organized, I soon realized, in such a 
way that we would move in a counterclockwise direction 

around the room, stopping at various points to discuss 

objects of particular significance. One of the first items 
he pointed out, a poster covered with the racing colors of 
every jockey who had won the Melbourne Cup from its 
inception in 1861 until 2008, turned out to be part of his 

daily routine of memory exercises, which he compared to 
the offices, or hourly prayers, performed by Catholic 

priests. 
Turning away from the poster and clutching his hands 

behind his back, he told me to pick a year. I offered 
1970. “Nineteen-seventy,” Murnane said. “That horse 
was Baghdad Note. Emerald green, with white-striped 
sleeve and cap.” Mondays, he said, he recited the entire 
list in order. Tuesdays he went backward. Other days 

involved skipping around the poster in ways I didn’t quite 
follow. After that, he did the same with the 50 states of 
America and then recited passages in Hungarian, a 
language he’d learned at 56. He showed me a set of 
flashcards. The English side of the one I picked up read, 
“He was caught up in the enthusiasm.” 
Murnane had started talking the moment I picked him up 

at the Men’s Shed, and he didn’t stop, with few 
exceptions, for the next 12 hours, until I left for my 
hotel, a room above a pub in nearby Natimuk. He spoke 

rapidly, in a futile effort to keep pace with the speed of 
his own thoughts, constantly interrupting himself with 
muttered asides — a quote from the symbolist playwright 

Alfred Jarry, a self-deprecating story about his 
haplessness with women, a gripe about a Publishers 
Weekly review from the mid-1980s. He accepted my own 
interruptions of his monologues with good humor and 
often delight at the prospect of a new digression. When 
he excused himself to use the toilet, he closed the 
bathroom door and raised his voice. 

Even though their accents are nothing alike, something 
about the way Murnane spoke reminded me of Michael 
Caine, or at least of the East London gangsters Caine 
once played. His voice, clipped and nasal, had a bantam 
toughness, and his sentences (in life, not literature) 

make regular detours from formidable erudition into the 
slangy and profane. He described a cheapskate he knows 

as “mean with money, the [expletive],” a reputedly 
promiscuous girl of his youth as “a rough sort of tart.” He 
took special pleasure in revisiting old grudges, but could 
also be casually impolitic. On Raymond Carver: “I met 
him. He came to Australia once. The second word he said 
to me was [expletive]. I thought, You’re too dumb to 

have written what you wrote.” 
We came to a map of Victoria. Murnane estimates that 
his family moved a dozen times before his 20th birthday, 
always in and around greater Melbourne and often in 
flight from gambling debts incurred at racing meets by 
his father, Reginald, described to me by a friend of 
Gerald’s as “a wastrel.” Murnane pointed out Murnane 

Bay, a notch on Victoria’s southern coast said to be 
named after his grandfather, a prosperous dairy farmer: 
“Nasty old [expletive] of a bloke. Tom. No one liked him. 
Well, my father worshiped him, for some reason. I hated 
the guy.” Despite all his time spent there as a boy, 
Murnane never learned to swim. “The water gets in my 
eyes, I panic, that’s why I don’t have showers,” he said. 

(He washes himself, he explained, standing at the sink.) 
“That’s where I learned to hate the sea,” he went on, 
“and to look inland toward the plains.” 

At 18, Murnane entered a seminary. He lasted only 

three months and lost his faith by his early 20s; 

the lure, more than God, had been the idealized 

notion of a monastic writing life. He’d been reading 

Thomas Merton, the American Trappist monk, and 

envied such an ordered existence, so pure in its 

devotion. As a teenager, he dreamed of becoming a 
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poet, in part because he assumed writers of prose 

possessed an understanding of human behavior, 

which he believed he lacked. “I don’t know what 

anyone is thinking,” Murnane told me. “People are 

a mystery to me.” He spent 13 years as a public 

servant, teaching in primary schools and working 

as an editor in a government office, and he married 

Catherine, who also worked as a teacher, in 1966, 

when he was 27. They settled in an unfashionable 

northern suburb, where she supported his decision 

to quit his day job and take care of their three 

sons, snatching free moments to work on his fiction 

and supplementing the family income with the 

occasional grant. 

 
Murnane’s map of New Eden, a fictional country he 

created. Credit Morganna Magee for The New York Times 

By the time he published “The Plains,” Murnane had 
begun teaching creative writing at the Australian 

equivalent of a community college, but despite the 

novel’s critical success, he maintained an ambivalent 
distance from the literary scene. He still did most of his 
writing at an ironing board set up in his kitchen, because 
his family’s home was so crowded for space. 
The novelist Helen Garner told me in an email that she 
first met Murnane at a literary festival in Adelaide in 
1986. She won an award, and after the presentation, 

Murnane quietly introduced himself and asked, somewhat 
agitated, if he could put a question to her: Had she 
received word of her award in advance? Yes, Garner 
replied. “His face darkened, and he turned away 
muttering,” Garner recalled. “I didn’t know where to put 
myself, thinking he was unable to conceal his anger at 

not having won the prize. But he pulled himself together 

and explained that he had never before traveled outside 
his home state of Victoria, that he hated traveling and 
never wanted to go anywhere — against all his principles 
and natural inclinations he had come all this way to 
Adelaide (I think by train) ONLY because he’d thought his 
book (which I think must have been “Landscape With 

Landscape”) had a very good chance of winning the 
prize. ... His explanation was so sincere, and his distress 
at having been betrayed into acting against his inner self 
so genuine, that I felt very warmly toward him, and have 
done ever since, in my very distant acquaintance with 
him.” 
As we circumnavigated his room, Murnane sipped from a 

plastic bottle containing a suspiciously cloudy beverage. 
It turned out to be water mixed with vinegar. (His doctor 

had instructed him to drink more water, but he didn’t like 
the taste.) Around 4:30, as he does every day, Murnane 
switched to beer, a slightly sour, high-alcohol-content 
pale ale he brewed himself, originally to save money, 

though now he’d grown partial to it. His golfing partner, 
the daughter of a friend from the Men’s Shed, had invited 

us over for dinner. Before we left, Murnane settled into 
his desk chair and rubbed his eyes, his unruly eyebrows 

squirming above his fingers. 
“Even though I’ve lived what some people would call a 
sheltered life,” Murnane said, “I love how — I don’t know 
if it’s a misquote or what, but Kafka is once supposed to 
have said, ‘If you stay in your room, the world will come 

to you and writhe on the floor in front of you.’ I came 
here to Goroke intending to stay in this room. And the 
world is writhing in front of me.” Editors, scholars, 
journalists, Murnane said, “they all come up here to see 
how I live.” 
Well, but not just that, I thought, looking around. A visit 
to Murnane’s room made me think of the one-way 

intimacy that occurs between reader and writer — that 
feeling, after finishing a poem or novel, of having 
temporarily inhabited a consciousness not your own. 

Only here, I had the rare opportunity to experience that 
sensation in a physical space. (As in his “chiseled” 
paragraphs, in Murnane’s archive everything has its 

place: While showing me the chronological files, Murane 
pointed at a cabinet drawer and said, “My wife dies over 
here.”) Stepping into the hermetic confines of Murnane’s 
world so perfectly mirrored his fictional project that it felt 
like stepping into the pages of one of his books. 
Murnane’s golfing partner, Tammy Williams, lives with 
her two children in a cozy, art-filled home about five 

minutes away. (To be clear, everything in Goroke is five 
minutes away.) Pulling up a chair at the kitchen table, 
Murnane nodded in my direction and said: “He tasted the 
home brew. Didn’t make any comment. But he got it 
down. He didn’t spit it out.” 

Williams, looking appalled, quickly poured me a glass of 
wine. 

“Did you see the way he lives?” Williams asked, as she 
began to arrange a buffet. Murnane appeared delighted 
by the teasing. Williams shook her head and said, “I told 
Gerald once, ‘You might be a famous writer, but you’re a 
crap golfer.’ ” 

 
Murnane’s workspace in his home in Goroke. The 

typewriter is one of three on which he writes his novels, 

using only the index finger of his right hand. Credit 

Morganna Magee for The New York Times 

During my time in Goroke, I never met Murnane’s son 
Giles. Murnane said he slept during the day and mostly 
ventured out at night to pick up snacks or fast food in 
Horsham, a city about 45 minutes away. Despite the 
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“hermit” cracks, he spoke tenderly, and in protective 
terms, of Giles; ailing or troubled children appear in 

several of his stories, including, most powerfully, in the 
opening story in “Stream System,” “When the Mice Failed 

to Arrive,” in which the protagonist, a primary-school 
teacher turned househusband, struggles to explain 
suffering to a son hospitalized with asthma. Catherine 
also dealt with serious illnesses throughout her life, often 
leaving Gerald to care for the children. 

“Gerald had a hard time in the city,” Chris Gregory, a 
friend and former student, told me in an email. “He isn’t 
the sort of person to tell you his problems, and I’m not 
the sort to ask about them, but it’s clearly been hard, 
working in semi-obscurity, kicking against the pricks, 
dealing with a sometimes-difficult family life, his wife’s 
painful death.” Ivor Indyk, Murnane’s longtime Australian 

publisher, believes the recursive mode of his fiction, its 
circularity and baroque structure, was a way for him to 
deal with “hot material — hot for him, because it’s 

emotionally charged,” Indyk told me. “There are events 
in his past that he’s still coming to terms with.” 
On my last day in Goroke, Murnane and I visited 

Catherine’s grave. The simple marker read: 
Murnane, Catherine Mary 
B. Albury, NSW 31-5-1937 
D. Heidelberg, Vic 19-2-2009 
He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped off 
the top of the stone. It was the last day of January, 
summer in Australia, and the shorn barley and wheat 

fields we’d driven past had seemed to pixelate in the 
bright afternoon sunlight. 
Ever one for spatial precision, Murnane pointed to the 
spot on the ground where Catherine’s ashes had been 
interred, forming a small, boxlike shape with his hands. 

“And I’ll be buried where you’re standing,” he said. 
I took a step back. 

Murnane had other things he wanted to show me: the 
golf club, a lake on the outskirts of town. Back at the 
Men’s Shed, he introduced me to some of the other 
members, Rob, Taffy, Rossco, former truck drivers, 
farmers, mechanics: “Now, this man says he likes a lot 
about Australia, but he has found a few faults with 

Australian men,” Murnane said, gesturing to me. “He 
thinks they swear too much, they tell too many dirty 
jokes and they drink too much. So I said, ‘Don’t worry, 
Mark, I’ll take you to a place where none of that 
happens.’ ” The guys chuckled, and Murnane waggled a 

finger at them: “So you [expletive] [expletive] better not 
make a liar of me!” 

Murnane, who has said “Border Districts” will be his final 
novel, did not look like someone who missed his old life. 
In fact, he had recused himself from the literary scene 

once before. Back in Melbourne, as his books after “The 
Plains” became more experimental and inward-looking, 
he felt like an increasingly marginal figure — so much so 
that, in 1991, he decided to quit. Over the next decade, 
Murnane published only a single story collection, 
“Emerald Blue,” comprising mostly older material; the 
final sentence of the final story, “The Interior of 

Gaaldine,” reads, “The text ends at this point.” (“Emerald 
Blue” sold 600 copies, affirming his decision.) For extra 
cash, he took a job bundling newspapers and magazines 
in the early hours of the morning. He returned to writing 

only in 2001, after Indyk, the publisher of an 
independent literary press, offered to give him a home. 
What exactly did Murnane get up to during his lost 

decade? It turns out he left a clue in “The Interior of 

Gaaldine.” The first half is a comic telling of a drunken 
journey by boat to Tasmania for a literary tour, made 

under duress by a writer who hates to travel. The story 
takes a turn into the supernatural after the protagonist’s 

arrival in Hobart, where, after he passes out in his hotel 
room, a ghostly messenger delivers a briefcase. It 
contains thousands of pages of writing — not, as the 
protagonist fears, an unpublished manuscript, but details 
of a complex horse-racing game devised by its owner, 

who has spent decades playing the game alone in his 
room. The protagonist wonders if “the author of the 
pages wanted to meet me in order to persuade me to 
write a different sort of fiction in the future.” 
Though Murnane never became a problem gambler like 
his father, one of his most cherished childhood memories 
involves a horse-racing game he played with a set of 

colored marbles. (To this day, he keeps the marbles in a 
jar in his room, where they occupy a place of pride just 
behind his writing desk.) And the strangest thing about 

“The Interior of Gaaldine” is that not only the obviously 
autobiographical first half of the story, but the entire 
thing, basically, minus the ghost and the briefcase, is 

true. Murnane, working in secret beginning in 1985, 
developed a wildly more intricate version of his boyhood 
racing game, which is how he spent most of his 
retirement, and how he fills many of his evenings in 
Goroke. 
He calls the project his Antipodean Archive. Inside its 
cabinet’s drawers, there were maps of the two fictional 

countries where the races take place (including 
timetables for the major train networks), detailed 
sketches of racecourses and notebooks filled with the 
names and racing colors of the 1,500 full-time trainers, 
illustrated with head shots cut from newspapers and 

Murnane’s own childlike drawings of the racing silks. An 
index listed every horse to have raced in the Antipodes, 

and there were handwritten, single-spaced results of the 
hundreds of races, as in a racing form. His method of 
determining race outcomes, too complex to get into 
here, involves, of course, books: A randomly chosen 
sentence generates points for a particular horse based on 
the number of vowels and consonants, combined with a 

banked system of points Murnane can award to favorites. 

 
One of Murnane’s daily memory exercises is to run 

through the racing colors of every jockey to have won the 

Melbourne Cup from 1861 to 2008, as shown on this 

poster in his home. Credit Morganna Magee for The New 

York Times 

As we flipped through the folders, I thought of the great 
Robert Coover novel “The Universal Baseball Association, 

Inc., J. Henry Waugh, Prop.,” about a recluse who 
invents a proto-fantasy-baseball game with players who 
become more real to him than any live human, and also 
about the work of outsider artists like Henry Darger, the 
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reclusive Chicago janitor who secretly crafted his own 
elaborate, obsessive mythology illustrated with hundreds 

of paintings and collages. As Murnane explained the 
world he had created, he sounded as if he were speaking 

of a real place: “Now in New Arcady, which is the smaller 
island, there are only 12 racecourses. They have races 
about five days a week up in the North.” At one point, 
Murnane closed his eyes, clenched his hands into fists 
and broke into song. It was the New Eden national 

anthem, which he’d written and composed himself. 
Oceans foaming, mariners roaming, never a home in 
perilous seas. ...  
The lyrics “are not my best shot,” Murnane 
acknowledged. “They’re meant to sound like something 
people would compose in 1880.” 
For years, he kept his project under wraps, even from his 

wife. “It’s an embarrassing thing for an old man, or a 
middle-aged man at the time, that he plays kids’ games,” 
Murnane said. “But they’re not kids’ games.” To help me 

better understand, he showed me a letter he’d written to 
“Fc,” his future creature. It read, in part: “All the fiction I 
ever wrote or read was a preparation for this, my true 

life’s work. In book after book of mine, I wrote about the 
contents of my mind, setting all my images on paper so 
that I could have done with them; could sweep them out 
of sight and leave my mind free for the infinite imagery 
of the Antipodes.” His reports from the interior, from his 
own interior, had always skirted around the edges of a 
central image winking at the far reaches of his 

consciousness, a pair of his dream jockeys crossing a 
finish line. How could he ignore them? 
Next year, to coincide with his 80th birthday, Murnane 
will publish a book of poetry and outtakes from a 
previous novel. But other than the poems, composed in 

Goroke over the last few years, Murnane says he has 
retired once again. “If I woke up tomorrow morning 

feeling a tremendous pressure to write, I would write,” 
Murnane told me. “But I probably won’t. I almost 
certainly won’t.” Instead, he spends his evenings 
recording the results of imaginary races for his archive. 
Surely it must contain a germ of a narrative, an editor 
once insisted. “But, of course, several, no, thousands of 

narratives are embodied in the Archive,” Murnane wrote 
to “Fc.” “There are at least as many narratives as there 
are horses and jockeys and trainers and owners.” 
I no longer felt as if I’d stepped into a story by Murnane, 
but rather one by Borges: a story about a brilliant writer 
who discovers that the purest form of writing is, in the 
end, to write nothing at all. 

Gingerly, I prodded Murnane. All his books had been so 
deeply personal, but also something any reader could 

enter into. But with the Antipodean Archive, Murnane 
had created countries where only he could travel. Did he 

harbor any second thoughts about diverting so much of 
his creativity into such a private pursuit? 
Murnane smiled. He could see another connection 
forming. From one of his cabinets, he retrieved a 
typewritten manuscript page from his poetry collection. 

Read it, he instructed. That’s where we’d stop. 
The poem, after explaining the archive over many lines, 
“the perfect summation/of my lifelong belief in the sport 
of horse-racing/as a better source of inspiration/than 
opera, theater, film, you name it,” ended like this: 
Reader, if you’re urged 
to learn more about this imagined world, 

outlive me and my siblings and visit the library 
where my archives end up. You’ll find there a filing 
cabinet full of the sort of detail 

that I wanted to include in this poem but failed. 
You’ll read thousands of pages, though you’ll never see, 
unfortunately, what they revealed to me. 

------------------------------------------------------------ 

Correction: May 3, 2018  
An earlier version of this article misspelled the surname 
of an Australian journalist. He is Imre Salusinszky, not 
Saluszinksy. 
Mark Binelli is a contributing writer for the magazine and 
the author of “Detroit City Is the Place to Be.” He last 
wrote for the magazine about charter schools in 
Michigan. 
*https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/27/magazine/ger

ald-murnane-next-nobel-laureate-literatureaustralia.html 

***  

Another view of Goroke -  a former stagecoach stop in 

southeastern Australia… 

 
*http://www.toben.biz/docs-2/  

*http://www.toben.biz/723-2/  

*Download PDF: The Boston-Curry Party  

*Download PDF: The Boston Curry (cover)

____________________________________________________

Neglected literary giant heads Miles Franklin awards longlist 

 

By Linda Morris, 22 May 2018 — 11:49pm 

Beyond Australian shores, Gerald Murnane is recognised 

as one of Australia's most original and distinctive writers, 
and in a recent profile coinciding with the release of his 
latest work of fiction in America, The New York Times 

headlined the question; 'Is the Next Nobel Laureate in 
Literature Tending Bar in a Dusty Australian Town?’ 
And yet none of Murnane’s 12 works of fiction have ever 
been longlisted for the Miles Franklin Literary awards. 
Approaching his 80th year, Murnane has only now made 
it on the longlist for the 2018 awards with Border 

Districts, heading a strong list of former winners and 
emerging authors competing for one of Australia’s most 
important literary prizes and a purse of $60,000. 
This late acknowledgment might be just as well, or a 
little too late depending on one’s perspective, since 

Murnane has declared his latest fiction, a meditation on 

the move from city to country life, to be his last. 
Murnane lives in Goroke, Victoria, and has never flown 
on a plane and barely left the state. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/05/magazine/michigan-gambled-on-charter-schools-its-children-lost.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/05/magazine/michigan-gambled-on-charter-schools-its-children-lost.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/27/magazine/gerald-murnane-next-nobel-laureate-literatureaustralia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/27/magazine/gerald-murnane-next-nobel-laureate-literatureaustralia.html
http://www.toben.biz/docs-2/
http://www.toben.biz/723-2/
http://toben.biz/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/The-Boston-Curry-Party.pdf
http://www.toben.biz/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/boston_curry_cover_NEW1b.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/27/magazine/gerald-murnane-next-nobel-laureate-literature-australia.html
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Gerald Murnane in 2014 

The author's publisher, Ivor Indyk, said Murnane’s 
importance had been recognised by a small group of 
readers for some time, but it was pleasing to see that the 

emotional appeal of his writing was, at last, attracting a 
wider readership. 
"He is not a secretive or difficult writer, he writes in a 

way which is completely true to his understanding of how 
the mind makes a place for itself in the world." 
Also on the longlist is three times Miles Franklin winner 
Peter Carey (Jack Maggs, 1998; Oscar and 

Lucinda, 1989; and Bliss, 1981) who has been longlisted 
for A Long Way from Home and twice winner Kim Scott 
for Taboo. 
Michelle de Kretser, author of the 2013 Miles Franklin 
winner Questions of Travel, is nominated for The Life to 
Come.  

 
On the longlist: Catherine McKinnon, author of 
Storyland.  Photo: Adam McLean 

Australian small presses dominate for the second year. 
Murnane’s stablemate at the University of Western 
Sydney-based Giramondo Press, Felicity Castagna, has 
been selected for No More Boats, a look at Tampa and 

dog-whistle politics through the eyes of an Italian 
migrant. 

Newcastle academic Michael Sala has been recognised 
for The Restorer, his piercing examination of emotional 
abuse inside a family. He is one of three longlisted 
novelists – the others are Eva Hornung (The Last 
Garden) and Wayne Macauley (Some Tests) – from 
independent publisher Text.  It was Macauley who 
provided the introduction to the Text Classic reissue of 

Murnane's 1982 novelThe Plains. 
An extremely important Australian writer Murane's The 
Plains is an extraordinary work of great intellect and 

imagination, according to writer and academic Debra 
Adelaide. 

However, his fiction often makes for challenging reading, 
with Murnane returning again and again to small details 

that build powerful stories based on his memories. 
"Murnane’s style is also repetitive and hypnotic, so it 
does attract both admirers and critics," Associate 
Professor Adelaide said. 
"There is usually no line between fiction and memoir in 

anything he writes. Aside from The Plains, there's almost 
no plot and little representation of character, he’s just 
interested in presenting versions of the processes of his 
mind." 

 
On the longlist: Michelle de Kretser. 

Photo: Jessica Hromas 

The Miles Franklin Literary Award was established 

through the will of My Brilliant Career author Stella Miles 
Franklin and has been presented since 1957 to novels 

considered to be of the highest literary merit and 
presenting Australian life in any phase. 

The longlist spans historical, fantastical, realist, satirical, 
allegorical and autobiographical genres, according to 

Mitchell Librarian of the State Library of NSW and head 
of the Award judging panel, Richard Neville. 
The 2018 Miles Franklin Literary Award longlist is: 
* Peter Carey, A Long Way from Home, Penguin Random 
House 
* Felicity Castagna, No More Boats, Giramondo 
Publishing 

* Michelle de Kretser, The Life to Come, Allen & Unwin 
* Lia Hills, The Crying Place, Allen & Unwin 
* Eva Hornung, The Last Garden, Text Publishing 
*Wayne Macauley, Some Tests, Text Publishing 
*Catherine McKinnon, Storyland, HarperCollins Publishers 
*Gerald Murnane, Border Districts, Giramondo Publishing 

*Jane Rawson, From the Wreck, Transit Lounge 

*Michael Sala, The Restorer, Text Publishing 
*Kim Scott, Taboo, Picador Australia (Pan Macmillan 
Australia) 

------------------------- 
The announcement of the winner will be made on 
Sunday, August 26, in Melbourne. 

 
*https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/

neglected-literary-giantheadsmilesfranklinawards-

longlist-20180522-p4zgqa.html  

________________________________________________
'There wasn't any question of Fellini sleeping anywhere but in bed with me' 

For the past 20 years, G2's columnists have blogged from Baghdad, lampooned celebrity culture and even 

recalled sleeping with a giant of Italian cinema. Here are some of their best bits  

Michael Frayn, Salam Pax, Erwin James, Dina Rabinovitch, Germaine Greer, Charlie Brooker and John Crace 

https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/the-life-to-come-review-michelle-de-kretsers-intense-reading-experience-20171019-gz4bjj.html
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/the-life-to-come-review-michelle-de-kretsers-intense-reading-experience-20171019-gz4bjj.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debra_Adelaide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debra_Adelaide
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/neglected-literary-giantheadsmilesfranklinawards-longlist-20180522-p4zgqa.html
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/neglected-literary-giantheadsmilesfranklinawards-longlist-20180522-p4zgqa.html
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/neglected-literary-giantheadsmilesfranklinawards-longlist-20180522-p4zgqa.html
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/michael-frayn
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/salampax
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/erwinjames
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/dinarabinovitch
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/germainegreer
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/charliebrooker
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/johncrace
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Essential reading: G2 columnists including (from left) 

Dina Rabinovitch, Charlie Brooker, Erwin James, 

Katharine Whitehorn and Pamela Stephenson Connolly. 

Photograph: Guardian montage  

First published on Wed 17 Oct 2012 06.00 AEDT 

Michael Frayn - 12 April 1995 

Writing a novel, as any novelist will tell you, is 

hard. Writing a short story, as any short story 

writer will be eager to add, is harder still. The 

shorter the form the harder it gets. Poems are hell. 

Haiku are hell concentrated into 17 syllables. 

Until finally you get down to the shortest literary 

form of all, which is the title of whatever it is you're 

writing. Long-distance novelists who can happily 

write several thousand words a day for months on 

end then go into creative agonies when the time 

comes to compose the two or three words that will 

go on the spine. Battle-hardened samurai of the 

haiku take instruction from Zen masters before 

they attempt to extract an odd syllable out of their 

hard-won 17 to go in the index. 

This year, for various reasons, four different works 

of mine will have reached the point where they 

need titles, and I've reached the point where I 

need hospitalisation. It's not that I can't write 

titles. I've written far more titles than anything else 

in my life. For one of these four projects I have 107 

titles. For another – 74. For the third – 134. 134 

titles! For one short book! 134 pretty good titles, 

though I say so myself. The trouble is, you don't 

want 134 pretty good titles. You want one perfect 

title. 

No titles at all so far for the fourth project, but this 

is because I haven't written the thing yet. Though 

after the agonies I've had with the other three I'm 

starting to wonder if I shouldn't write the title of 

this one first, then dash down a few thousand 

words to fit it. 

One of the troubles with a list of 134 titles is that it 

offers odds of at least 133 to 1 against getting it 

right. I've got it wrong many times in the past. 

There's only one novel of mine that anyone ever 

remembers – and for all practical purposes it's 

called The One About Fleet Street, because even 

the people who remember the book can't 

remember the title I gave it. I wrote another book 

called Constructions. I think I realised even before 

publication that I'd picked a dud here, when my 

own agent referred to it in the course of the same 

conversation once as Conceptions and once as 

Contractions. 

Salam Pax - 4 June 2003 

"Vacancies: President needed – fluent in English, 

will have limited powers only. Generous bonuses." 

This appeared on the first page of the Ahrar 

newspaper. Another new weekly. Newspapers are 

coming out of our ears these days. There are two 

questions which no one can answer: how many 

political parties are there now in Iraq? And how 

many newspapers are printed weekly? Most of 

these papers are just two or four pages of party 

propaganda, no licence or hassle. Just go print. I 

am thinking of getting my own: "Pax News – all the 

rumours, all the time." 

On the first page of the Ahrar paper you will also 

see a picture and a column by the founder and 

chief editor. When the newspaper guy noticed how 

I was staring at the picture he said: "Yes, it is the 

guy who sells Znood-al-sit [a popular Iraqi sweet]." 

From pastry to news, wars do strange things to 

people. 

I got five papers for 1,750 dinars, around $1.50; it 

felt like I was buying the famous bread of bab-al-

agha: hot, crispy and cheap. When the newspaper 

man saw how happy I was with my papers he 

asked if I would like to take one for free. 

Newspaper heaven! It turns out that no one is 

buying any copies of the paper published by the 

Iraqi Communist workers party; he just wants to 

unload it on me. 

Although the ministry of information has been 

broken up and around 2,000 employees given the 

boot, the media industry, if you can call it that, is 

doing very well. Beside all the papers, we now have 

a TV channel and radio; they are part of what our 

American minders have called the Iraqi media 

network. My favourite TV show on it is an old 

Japanese cartoon (here it is called Adnan wa Lina). 

It is about what happens after a third world war 

when chaos reigns the earth. Bad choice for kids' 

programming if you ask me. 
Read the full article here 

Erwin James - 5 August 2004 

I've had some long weeks in prison during this 

sentence, but last week felt like the longest. Even 

though my days at work in the office were, as 

usual, fully occupied, as soon as there was a lull in 

activity, I couldn't stop myself thinking about the 

fact that I'm on the verge of getting out. Each time 

it occurred I was hit by a fresh rush of adrenaline. I 

kept having to push my chair away from the desk 

for a few moments just to catch my breath. 

The train journeys to and from the city seemed to 

take longer too, especially the ones taking me back 

to prison at night. I tried going to bed as soon as I 

was behind my door – big mistake. Fitful sleep 

made the nights twice as long. 

I tried staying up late, reading, listening to the 

radio, reading some more, watching my portable 

television, but it made no difference. The only time 

it felt like I had managed to get any real sleep was 

around half an hour before my clock alarm would 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/jun/04/iraq.comment
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start squealing at 5.24am. Then it took strength I 

never knew I had to drag myself out from under 

the covers and along the corridor to the shower 

room. In the mirror above the sinks, my eyes had 

never looked blearier. I thought the week would 

never end. But it has. And now I'm down to my last 

few days. 

I haven't talked about it to many people in the jail. 

The pals who I would have shared these feelings 

with – the Poet, Tank, the Kid – all went to better 

lives long since. I wrote my last letter from prison 

to Big Rinty the other week, just to let him know he 

wasn't forgotten. He replied and said he was proud 

of me: "Give it your best shot out there. There'll be 

no more chances." 

People in the jail must have been talking. Twice 

this week, while waiting in the outside workers' 

queue for the gate to be opened, I was asked by 

fellow cons: "You're out soon, aren't you?" Each 

time I answered yes. I knew they wanted more 

information. I didn't want to appear unwilling to 

engage, but neither did I particularly want to talk 

about it. The truth is, I can hardly believe that it is 

actually going to happen. Discussing it makes me 

nervous. I know the date I've been given. It 

corresponds with the day that marks 20 years 

exactly since I was taken into custody. 

When I went to get "fitted for release" by the nurse 

in healthcare the other day, she asked me when I 

was out. I said: "Er, next week, I think." She 

smiled and gave me a puzzled look. "You think? 

Don't you know?" 

"Well, I think I know," I said, and she burst out 

laughing. The trouble was, I wasn't joking. Is it 

really true? Am I really going home at last? 

Read the full article here 

Dina Rabinovitch - 15 December 2006 

I am, I feel, edging ever closer to a day I never 

imagined – the day I stop taking any medicine at 

all, not because I don't need it, but because I just 

decide it's a zero sum game. I am at the point 

where I think I will scream unendingly if I read one 

more headline saying the cure for cancer is within 

reach. In my pursuit of the latest drugs I end up at 

the Institute of Cancer Research at the Royal 

Marsden Hospital in Sutton, Surrey. The doctor 

I see, Dr JS de Bono, is the first one I've met who 

reduces me to tears. "I've shocked you," he says. 

"I'm sorry. No drug can reverse what you have." 

So I'm putting my money where my mouth is. The 

time has come to raise some funds. Because I 

desperately do not want to run a marathon, I am 

giving the proceeds from the book I am writing 

about living with cancer, Take Off Your Party Dress, 

to a cancer research appeal at Mount Vernon. The 

appeal needs £1m. If big business won't cure this 

plague, then we, the people, will have to do it. 
Read the full article here 

Germaine Greer - 11 April 2010 

Among the movies available during the long hours 

of my flight from London to Sydney was Rob 

Marshall's Nine, a reworking of Fellini's 8½. As I 

flicked back and forth through the menu, I caught 

glimpses of Penélope Cruz in a flounced red baby-

doll nightie with a built-in push-up bra – could we 

have worn such things in the 1960s? – and Sophia 

Loren looking like an Aztec mask, and Daniel Day-

Lewis getting in and out of bed with his trousers 

on, but I was not tempted. I will not have my 

Fellini rewritten by Arthur Kopit, who wrote the 

musical, or Anthony Minghella or Michael Tolkin, 

who wrote the screenplay. 

In the summer of 1975, Paola Roli, one of the 

casting directors for Fellini's Casanova, suggested 

that he try me for the part of the giantess. I was a 

fan from way back, so, though I didn't want the 

part, and it was the hottest day of the year, I took 

off down the Autostrada del Sole in time for lunch 

with the crew at Cinecittà. By the time I got there, 

my flimsy dress was stuck to my otherwise naked 

body and my hair was plastered to my skull. Fellini 

kept watching me as I chatted with the crew, 

moving his head slightly as if he was studying the 

planes of my face, narrowing his eyes. The giantess 

was never mentioned. Instead he gave me the 

script, a work very much in progress. He wanted to 

know what I thought of it, and if I would consider 

the part of Madame Chatelet, in a scene in which 

Casanova meets Rousseau. 

Within hours I was writing to Fellini that he couldn't 

reduce the Marquise du Chatelet to a huge-

breasted nurse for the senile Rousseau. His 

response was to come to see me in my tiny house 

in the Montanare di Cortona. A big blue Mercedes 

appeared at the top of my steep, rocky road. Fellini 

got out and calmly sent the driver away till next 

morning. We talked all afternoon about the concept 

of the film, to some purpose, I flatter myself, even 

though Federico continued to watch me as I spoke, 

even whistling between his teeth from time to time, 

as if he wasn't listening. I would have made 

supper, but Federico was even more fussy and 

valetudinarian than your average Italian man, and 

insisted on making himself risotto bianco with only 

a single leaf of basil to flavour it. He was already on 

beta-blockers and drank no wine at all. There was 

never any question of his sleeping anywhere but in 

the big bed with me, but he was horrified to find 

that I slept with all the windows open. He changed 

into the brown silk pyjamas with cream piping that 

he had brought in his little overnight bag, and hung 

his clothes up carefully for the next day. Every 

couple of hours he made a quick call to his wife 

Giulietta, back home in their apartment on the Via 

Margutta. 

Later, when the oil lamps had been extinguished, a 

tiny bat flew into the bedroom and made a couple 

of circuits before flying out again. Federico was 

terrified; did I not know that a bat had flown into 

his hair when he was a child? Nonsense, I said. Any 

bat would have a better idea of where his hair was 

than he did. He began to pant. I kept two fingers 

https://www.theguardian.com/g2/story/0,,1276166,00.html
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on his pulse, which was bouncing around like a frog 

in a bucket. It calmed down eventually. "I'm sorry I 

frightened you," he said. When I told him I hadn't 

been frightened at all, and was simply trying to 

figure out what I would say to the papers if he 

carked it in my bed, he laughed. 
Read the full article here 

Charlie Brooker - 25 October 2010 

In these uncertain, unsettling times, with 

unpopular policies being implemented by a 

patchwork coalition of the damned, Nick Clegg is 

proving to be perhaps the most useful tool in the 

government's shed. Not because he says or does 

anything particularly inspiring, but because he 

functions as a universal disappointment sponge for 

disenchanted voters. You stare at Nick Clegg and 

feel infinitely unhappy, scarcely noticing Cameron 

and co hiding behind him. 

Governments around the world must be studying 

the coalition and working out how to get their own 

Clegg. He's the coalition's very own Pudsey Bear: a 

cuddly-but-tragic mascot representing the 

acceptable face of abuse. But unlike Pudsey, he 

actually speaks. Immediately following each 

unpleasant new announcement, Cleggsy Bear 

shuffles on stage to defend it, working his sad eyes 

and boyish face as he morosely explains why the 

decision was inevitable – and not just inevitable, 

but fair; in fact possibly the fairest, most 

reasonable decision to have been taken in our 

lifetimes, no matter how loudly people scream to 

the contrary. 

It's hard not to detect an air of crushed self-

delusion about all this. At times Clegg sounds like a 

once-respected stage actor who's taken the 

Hollywood dollar and now finds himself sitting at a 

press junket, patiently telling a reporter that while, 

yes, on the face of it, his role as the Fartmonster in 

Guff Ditch III: Fartmonster's Revenge may look like 

a cultural step down from his previous work with 

the Royal Shakespeare Company, if you look 

beyond all the scenes of topless women being 

dissolved by clouds of acrid methane, the Guff 

Ditch trilogy actually contains more intellectual 

sustenance than King Lear, and that all the critics 

who've seen the film and are loudly claiming 

otherwise are misguided, partisan naysayers hell-

bent on cynically misleading the public – which is 

ethically wrong. 

It's only a matter of time before the word "Clegg" 

enters the dictionary as a noun meaning "agonised, 

doe-eyed apologist". Or maybe it'll become a verb. 

Years from now, teachers will ask their pupils to 

stop "clegging on" about how the dog ate their 

homework and just bloody hand it in on time. 
Read the full article here 
Digested read - Must You Go? by Antonia Fraser 
John Crace, 19 January 2010 

1977: Harold and I have a long chat about money. 

Frankly, we are down to our last two castles and 

we are flat broke. We open a bottle of champagne 

and go to dinner at the Connaught to cheer 

ourselves up. The phone rings. It is Melvyn, Larry, 

Ralph and Trevor all calling to say Harold is a 

genius. I have to agree with them. We get home 

and Harold recites Eliot. He does so brilliantly. 
Read the full article here 
• To comment on this, or any other article about G2 at 20, 

go here 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2012/oct/16/g2-

at-20-best-columnists  

________________________________________________ 
Picasso was just a big show-off. Most of his work is inherently trivial 

Germaine Greer 

Picasso's gift of millions of euros' worth of paintings to an electrician may add up to one last 

tilt at art's windmill 

Mon 13 Dec 2010 09.00 AEDT First published on Mon 13 Dec 2010 09.00 AEDT 

 
Leaving new marks ... Pablo Picasso. Photograph: Gjon 

Mili/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images 

 

The following clarification was printed in the 
Guardian's Corrections and clarifications column, 

Saturday 18 December 2010 

A long and self-critical quote was attributed to 

Picasso in a column examining the value of this 

artist's work. However, the interview in which the 

painter supposedly spoke – saying he did not 

"consider myself an artist in the ancient sense of 

the word" – is widely thought by art experts to 

have been fabricated by an Italian journalist and 

critic, Giovanni Papini, in the early 1950s. 

There is something tiresome about Picasso. 

Jonathan Jones put his finger on it in a piece in the 

Guardian last month. "Each work by Picasso is a 

unique piece of autobiography," he said, which 

signifies that each work is, no matter how dazzling, 

inherently trivial. To understand Picasso's works, 

you must regard them as "anecdotes or snapshots 

of a particular moment in his life". There is nothing 

more to most of Picasso's work than virtuosic 

showing off – except for Guernica. The studies for 

Guernica show this was one work in which Picasso 

forgot himself. Instead of basking in his own 

https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2010/apr/11/germaine-greer-federico-fellini
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/oct/25/charlie-brooker-nick-clegg
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2010/jan/19/must-you-go-antonia-fraser
https://www.theguardian.com/p/3b6hf/tw
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2012/oct/16/g2-at-20-best-columnists
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2012/oct/16/g2-at-20-best-columnists
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/germainegreer
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2010/nov/29/unknown-priceless-picassos-life-story
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brilliance, he worked humbly and hard, to forge an 

ikon of the agony of republican Spain. 

Advertisement 

We now learn that this spontaneous genius 

"systematically dated everything". According to 

Claude Ruiz Gilot (Picasso's illegitimate son by 

Françoise Gilot), who has assumed the name 

Picasso and represents Picasso's heirs, he kept 

"everything: letters, metro tickets, theatre and 

bullfight tickets". Those of us who can barely 

manage to hang on to our VAT receipts can only 

marvel that someone so astonishingly productive 

can have been so anal. According to Claude 

Picasso, the artist wanted to "document what he 

knew would be the work of the century". So he 

developed his own arcane numbering system; 

nothing was allowed to leave the studio before it 

had been entered into the inventory. 

If only Rembrandt had been so careful! If he had, 

we would have a fraction of the number of 

Rembrandts we have now. Galleries that have paid 

the price for a Rembrandt are not likely to allow 

access to an expert who intends to reduce the 

value of their costly investment by attributing it to 

a lesser-known painter. The fact that it's the same 

picture and as good as it always was makes no 

odds. It's the name that counts, now that art is 

understood to be autobiography. 

A painter's heirs have nothing to gain by 

authenticating hitherto unattributed works that are 

not in their possession. They have no desire to 

undermine the value of the works they do own by 

allowing the market to be flooded with works that 

they don't. The Picasso Administration in Paris 

receives hundreds of requests for authentication 

every day; few, if any, are successful. 

When retired electrician Pierre Le Guennec recently 

sent photographs of some of the works in his 

possession to the Picasso Administration asking for 

authentication, he was doing as an honest man 

would. Claude Picasso coaxed him to bring the 

originals to him, examined them, formed the 

opinon that they were genuine, and let Le Guennec 

take them home again. He then called his lawyer 

and his lawyer called the police. The Le Guennec 

home was raided and 271 works removed; Le 

Guennec was arrested, and released. 

His story of how he came by a collection of works 

dating from 1900 to 1932 is odd, so odd indeed 

that it has to be true. He had installed a burglar 

alarm at Picasso's Villa La Californie near Cannes, 

which Picasso left to live at the Chateau de 

Vauvenargues, near Aix-en-Provence, in 1959, 

where he installed another; and he installed one 

more in the mill at Mougins where Picasso lived 

from 1963 till his death in 1973. It was in the last 

three years of his life that Picasso gave Le Guennec 

the works. The heirs now say that Picasso never 

mentioned Le Guennec in any letter or 

memorandum. Clearly Picasso trusted Le Guennec; 

it is no less clear that Le Guennec knew nothing 

about art. To thrust into his arms millions of euros' 

worth of works major and minor was tantamount to 

throwing them down a well. If Picasso, who turned 

90 in 1971, was seeking to cheat the children he 

had no time for in life, he would have been by no 

means the first artist to do so. 

The same heirs who are desperate to prove that Le 

Guennec has no right to the works in his 

possession have been under attack for the last 10 

years by art historian Rómulo-Antonio Tenés. Tenés 

has produced evidence that many of the paintings 

attributed to the young Picasso may actually be 

works by his father, José Ruiz Blasco. Indeed, it is 

perfectly possible that the first person to pass off 

works by Blasco as by Picasso was Picasso himself. 

Perhaps the explanation of Picasso's quixotry can 

be found in something he said to the writer 

Giovanni Papini in 1952:  
"Today, as you know, I am famous, I am rich. But 

when I am alone with myself, I haven't the 
courage to consider myself an artist in the ancient 
sense of the word. Great painters are people like 
Giotto, Titian, Rembrandt, Goya. I am only a public 
entertainer who has understood the times and has 
exploited as best he could the imbecility, the vanity 
and the greed of his contemporaries. Mine is a 

bitter confession, more painful than might seem, 

but it has the merit of being sincere." 

The destabilisation of the art market could well be 

the great egotist's last and greatest artwork. 
* Comments 

Since you’re here…  

… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading the 
Guardian than ever but advertising revenues across the media 
are falling fast. And unlike many news organisations, we haven’t 
put up a paywall – we want to keep our journalism as open as 
we can. So you can see why we need to ask for your help. The 
Guardian’s independent, investigative journalism takes a lot of 
time, money and hard work to produce. But we do it because we 
believe our perspective matters – because it might well be your 
perspective, too. 
The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set our 
own agenda. Our journalism is free from commercial bias and 
not influenced by billionaire owners, politicians or shareholders. 
No one edits our Editor. No one steers our opinion. This is 
important because it enables us to give a voice to the voiceless, 
challenge the powerful and hold them to account. It’s what 
makes us different to so many others in the media, at a time 
when factual, honest reporting is critical.  
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps to 
support it, our future would be much more secure.  
 
For as little as $1, you can support the Guardian – and it 
only takes a minute. Thank you. 
 

*https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/dec

/12/germaine-greer-picasso-show-off 
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