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Dante and The Divine Comedy: He took us on a tour of Hell 

Dante’s vision of the Afterlife in The Divine Comedy influenced the Renaissance, the Reformation and 

helped give us the modern world, writes Christian Blauvelt. 

 By Christian Blauvelt 

 

“All hope abandon ye who enter here.” 

That’s the inscription on the gate to Hell in one of the first English translations of The Divine Comedy, 

by Henry Francis Cary, in 1814. You probably know it as the less tongue-twisting “Abandon hope all 

ye who enter here,” which is the epigraph for Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho, hangs as a warning 

above the entrance to the Disney theme park ride Pirates of the Caribbean, appears in the videogame 

World of Warcraft, and has been repurposed as a lyric by The Gaslight Anthem. 

You may have never read a single line of The Divine Comedy, and yet you’ve been influenced by it. 

But it’s just one line of the 14,233 that make up The Divine Comedy, the three-part epic poem 

published in 1320 by Florentine bureaucrat turned visionary storyteller Dante Alighieri. Literary 

ambition seems to have been with Dante, born in 1265, from early in life when he wished to become a 

pharmacist. In late 13th Century Florence, books were sold in apothecaries, a testament to the common 

notion that words on paper or parchment could affect minds with their ideas as much as any drug. 

- Every story has one of these six plots 

- The 100 stories that shaped the world 

- Is The Odyssey the greatest tale ever told? 

And what an addiction The Divine Comedy inspired: a literary work endlessly adapted, pinched from, 

referenced and remixed, inspiring painters and sculptors for centuries. More than the authors of the 

Bible itself, Dante provided us with the vision of Hell that remains with us and has been painted by 

Botticelli and Blake, Delacroix and Dalí, turned into sculpture by Rodin – whose The Kiss depicts 

Dante’s damned lovers Paolo and Francesca – and illustrated in the pages of X-Men comics by John 

Romita. Jorge Luis Borges said The Divine Comedy is “the best book literature has ever achieved”, 

while TS Eliot summed up its influence thus: “Dante and Shakespeare divide the world between them. 

There is no third.” Perhaps the epigraph to The Divine Comedy itself should be “Gather inspiration all 

ye who enter here.” 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180525-every-story-in-the-world-has-one-of-these-six-basic-plots
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180521-the-100-stories-that-shaped-the-world
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180521-the-greatest-tale-ever-told
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Dante, rendered in a Signorelli fresco at Orvieto Cathedral, was a government official in Florence 

before he was accused of stealing city funds and exiled (Credit: Alamy) 

But it’s not just as a fountainhead of inspiration for writers and visual artists that The Divine Comedy 

reigns supreme – this is the work that enshrined what we think of as the Italian language and advanced 

the idea of the author as a singular creative voice with a vision powerful enough to stand alongside Holy 

Scripture, a notion that paved the way for the Renaissance, for the Reformation after that and finally 

for the secular humanism that dominates intellectual discourse today. You may have never read a 

single line of The Divine Comedy, and yet you’ve been influenced by it. 

To Hell and back 

Dante narrates The Divine Comedy in the first person as his own journey to Hell and Purgatory by way 

of his guide Virgil, the poet of Roman antiquity who wrote the Aeneid, and then to Heaven, led by his 

ideal woman Beatrice, a fellow Florentine for whom he felt romantic longing but who died at a very 

young age. Right there that suggests this view of the afterlife is coloured by authorial wish-fulfillment: 

Dante gets a personal tour from his father-figure of a literary hero and the woman on whom he had a 

crush. In the parlance of contemporary genre writing, Dante’s version of himself in The Divine 

Comedy is a Mary Sue, a character written to be who the author wishes he could be, having experiences 

he wishes he could have. Sandra Newman, author of How Not to Write a Novel, has said that “The 

Divine Comedy is really a typical science fiction trilogy. Book one, a classic. Book two, less exciting 

version of book one. Book three, totally bonkers, unwanted insights into author’s sexuality, Mary Sue’s 

mask slipping in every scene.” 

The entire history of Western literature and theology is Dante’s fodder to sample and mash up like some 

kind of 14th-Century hip-hop artist. 

https://twitter.com/sannewman/status/962509239116881920
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693zjx.jpg
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Dante’s biases inform much about how we see Hell, Purgatory and Heaven. And he mixes Christian 

theology and pagan Greco-Roman myth as if both are simultaneously true – or rather, to use another 

term from contemporary sci-fi/fantasy writing, he “retcons” Greco-Roman myth so that its characters, 

including the gods, can co-exist with Christianity in a way that makes logical sense. Charon, the Greek 

mythological figure who ferries souls to the underworld, now ferries the damned to Hell. Satan himself 

is referred to as Dis, another name for Pluto, the god of the underworld. 

 

Dante’s vision of Hell has inspired countless artists – from Botticelli to the videogame designers behind 

a 2010 adaptation of the Inferno for Playstation and Xbox (Credit: Alamy) 

And real-world history is placed alongside divinity too: who is Satan eternally devouring? Judas, the 

betrayer of Christ, in one of his three mouths, yes. But Brutus and Cassius, the betrayers of Julius 

Caesar, are in his other two mouths. Dante is indeed suggesting that Julius Caesar may have been on 

the same level of importance as Jesus. The entire history of Western literature and theology is Dante’s 

fodder to sample and mash up like some kind of 14th-Century hip-hop artist. 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693zf3.jpg
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Poet and painter Gabriel Charles Dante Rossetti changed his name to Dante Gabriel Rossetti in the 

poet’s honour – and he painted Beatrice, Dante’s ideal woman (Credit: Alamy) 

All these references to history, myth and scripture end up being rhetorical ammunition for Dante to 

comment on the politics of his day, the way some of us might invoke, say, instantly recognisable gifs 

from movies or TV shows to make sense of what’s happening in our world now. Suddenly, while in 

Heaven, the Byzantine Emperor Justinian appears and adds his two florins about the French king 

Charles of Valois, who was trying to undermine the Holy Roman Empire by lending military muscle to 

the papacy: “Let young Charles not think the Lord/Will change his eagle-bearing coat of arms/For 

sprays of lilies, nor that a toy sword/And putty shield will work like lucky charms”. That, via the 2013 

translation of Clive James, was a personal score for Dante to settle as well, since the forces that had 

aligned with Charles had had him exiled from Florence – for almost the last 20 years of his life he was 

barred from his beloved city. 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693zhq.jpg
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The Divine Comedy wasn't popular in the English-speaking world until poet William Blake, who made 

many illustrations for it such as this, advocated strongly for it (Credit: Alamy) 

And my, there’s more score settling in The Divine Comedy than in every episode of every Real 

Housewives series combined. His wish for Pisa is the drowning of its “every soul”. In the same canto, he 

adds, also via James, “Ah, Genoese, you that know all the ropes/Of deep corruption yet know not the 

first/Thing of good custom, how are you not flung/Out of this world?” Of the mythical King Midas he 

says: “And now forever all men fight for air laughing at him.” There has never been a more artful 

master of the insult. 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693zgp.jpg
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William Bouguereau’s Dante and Virgil from 1850 shows how vivid and image-rich Dante’s storytelling 

is (Credit: Alamy) 

There’s also never been an imagination more attuned to inventive forms of punishment. Barrators, the 

term for politicians who are open to taking bribes, are stuck in hot pitch because they had sticky 

fingers when they were alive. Caiaphas, the high priest who helped condemn Christ, is himself 

crucified. Pisa’s Count Ugolino is allowed to forever gnaw on the neck of Archbishop Ruggieri, the man 

who condemned him and his sons to die of starvation. 

The turn of the spheres 

These are stunning images, but made all the more powerful by the language in which Dante chose to 

convey them: not Latin, the language of all serious literary works in Italy to that point, but Florentine 

Tuscan. In the early 14th Century, Italy, a patchwork of city states with various external imperial 

powers vying for influence, was also a patchwork of different languages. Writing in the Florentine 

dialect of the Tuscan language could have limited the appeal of The Divine Comedy. But the work 

proved so popular, so endlessly read, that the literate in Italy adapted themselves to, or strained to 

learn, Florentine Tuscan in order to appreciate it in Dante’s own tongue. (It helped that he also 

incorporated, where appropriate, elements of other local dialects as well as Latin expressions, to widen 

its appeal.) 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693zjf.jpg
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Dante’s popularisation of the Florentine Tuscan language helped make Florence the epicentre of the 

Renaissance, and his likeness is on this Uffizi gallery fresco (Credit: Alamy) 

Florentine Tuscan became the lingua franca of Italy as a result of The Divine Comedy, helping to 

establish Florence as the creative hub of the Renaissance. It also became the language in which Dante’s 

literary descendants Boccaccio and Petrarch would write – eventually just known as Italian. Through 

the force of his words, Dante helped create the very idea of the Italian language that is spoken today. 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693zcx.jpg
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Depictions of Dante are found all over Italy, as with this statue in Verona, but Florence did not pardon 

him for the alleged crimes that exiled him until 2008 (Credit: Alamy) 

Writing in the vernacular, and helping to create a new vernacular for much of Italy, allowed Dante’s 

ideas to take wide root – and helped set the stage for the intellectual revolutions to come in the 

Renaissance, Reformation and Enlightenment. Two centuries later, Protestant leaders would advocate 

that reading the Bible in your own vernacular meant that you could give it your own individual 

understanding, undermining the idea that salvation is possible only through the Roman Church – 

something Dante himself had already done by outright inventing elements of the cosmology he presents 

in The Divine Comedy. 

He had the presumption to fill in what the Bible leaves out. And, setting the stage for the Renaissance 

and its rebirth of Classical learning, Dante’s idea of Hell draws from Aristotle’s view that reason is the 

most important thing in life – which would be the later idea in Protestantism that an individual’s 

reason is their path to salvation. Each circle of Hell, and the Seven Deadly Sins assigned to them along 

with a few other categories, is classified based on either failures of reason (the lesser crimes, in which 

primal impulses overwhelm intellect, such as lust, gluttony, greed and sloth) or outright, conscious 

assaults on reason (such as fraud and malice, which are the direst crimes in Hell and for whom the 

damned are placed in the lowest, darkest circles). 

Beyond Dante’s suggestion that faith in Christ through reason is the key to salvation, not the 

sacraments of the Church, it’s hard to think of a literary work so powerfully condemnatory of so many 

aspects of Roman Catholicism that exists before The Divine Comedy. He deplores the Church’s sale of 

indulgences and imagines many popes damned to Hell, with an entire line of 13th- and early 14th-

Century pontiffs doomed to burn in an eternal flame for the crime of simony (the buying or selling of 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693z9t.jpg
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ecclesiastical privileges) until the pope following them dies and takes their place in the scorching. Dante 

also has a surprisingly global outlook, one quite fair to non-Christians. He heaps praise on the Saracen 

general Saladin, who he imagines merely occupying a place in Limbo, the place where the Just live who 

did not have faith in Christ in their lifetimes. There’s even a suggestion that there can be exceptions for 

those who did not know Christ but were Just, allowing them to ascend to Heaven. 

The Divine Comedy is a fulcrum in Western history. It brings together literary and theological 

expression, pagan and Christian, that came before it while also containing the DNA of the modern 

world to come. It may not hold the meaning of life, but it is Western literature’s very own theory of 

everything. 

 

‘There is no greater sorrow than happiness recalled in times of misery’ – this line from Francesca, 

painted by Ary Scheffer, channels the grief Dante felt in exile (Credit: Alamy) 

 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180604-dante-and-the-divine-comedy-he-took-us-on-a-tour-of-hell  

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/69/3z/p0693z6g.jpg
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Nature and the Serious Business of Joy 

“There can be occasions when we suddenly and involuntarily find ourselves loving the natural world 

with a startling intensity, in a burst of emotion which we may not fully understand, and the only word 

that seems to me to be appropriate for this feeling is joy.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Our origins are of the earth. And so there is in us a deeply seated response to the natural universe, which 

is part of our humanity,”Rachel Carson wrote in reflecting on our spiritual bond with nature shortly 

before she awakened the modern environmental conscience. 

The rewards and redemptions of that elemental yet endangered response is what British naturalist and 

environmental writer Michael McCarthy, a modern-day Carson, explores in The Moth Snowstorm: 

Nature and Joy (public library) — part memoir and part manifesto, a work of philosophy rooted in 

environmental science and buoyed by a soaring poetic imagination. 

McCarthy writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/20/rachel-carson-lost-woods-the-real-world-around-us/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/27/rachel-carson-silent-spring-dorothy-freeman/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1681372428/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1681372428/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/moth-snowstorm-nature-and-joy/oclc/990109904&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1681372428/braipick-20
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The natural world can offer us more than the means to survive, on the one hand, or mortal risks to be 

avoided, on the other: it can offer us joy. 

[…] 

There can be occasions when we suddenly and involuntarily find ourselves loving the natural world 

with a startling intensity, in a burst of emotion which we may not fully understand, and the only word 

that seems to me to be appropriate for this feeling is joy. 

 

“Roots” by Maria Popova 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

14 

In a sentiment that calls to mind Theodore Roosevelt’s assertion that “the poorest way to face life is to 

face it with a sneer,” McCarthy weighs the particular necessity and particular precariousness of joy in 

our cynicism-crippled world: 

Earthrise (December 24, 1968) 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/30/theodore-roosevelt-arena-cynicism-critic/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/30/theodore-roosevelt-arena-cynicism-critic/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1578067367/braipick-20
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Referring to it as joy may not facilitate its immediate comprehension either, not least because joy is not 

a concept, nor indeed a word, that we are entirely comfortable with, in the present age. The idea seems 

out of step with a time whose characteristic notes are mordant and mocking, and whose preferred 

emotion is irony. Joy hints at an unrestrained enthusiasm which may be thought uncool… It reeks of 

the Romantic movement. Yet it is there. Being unfashionable has no effect on its existence… What it 

denotes is a happiness with an overtone of something more, which we might term an elevated or, 

indeed, a spiritual quality. 

A century and a half after Thoreau extolled nature as a form of prayer and an antidote to the 

smallening of spirit amid the ego-maelstrom we call society — “In the street and in society I am almost 

invariably cheap and dissipated, my life is unspeakably mean,” he lamented in his journal — McCarthy 

considers the role of the transcendent feelings nature can stir in us in a secular world: 

They are surely very old, these feelings. They are lodged deep in our tissues and emerge to surprise us. 

For we forget our origins; in our towns and cities, staring into our screens, we need constantly 

reminding that we have been operators of computers for a single generation and workers in neon-lit 

offices for three or four, but we were farmers for five hundred generations, and before that hunter-

gatherers for perhaps fifty thousand or more, living with the natural world as part of it as we evolved, 

and the legacy cannot be done away with. 

In consonance with Carl Sagan’s beautiful humanist meditation on the Pale Blue Dot photograph 

captured by the Voyager spacecraft, McCarthy turns to the first iconic cosmic view of our planet 

— Earthrise, captured by Apollo 8 on Christmas Eve 1968. Echoing Sagan’s own insight 

that Earthrise seeded in us a new kind of dual awareness — “the sense of our planet as one in a vast 

number and the sense of our planet as a place whose destiny depends upon us”— McCarthy writes: 

At this moment, for the first time, we saw ourselves from a distance, and the earth in its surrounding 

dark emptiness not only seemed impossibly beautiful but also impossibly fragile. Most of all, we could 

see clearly that it was finite. This does not appear to us on the earth’s surface; the land or the sea 

stretches to the horizon, but there is always something beyond. However many horizons we cross, 

there’s always another one waiting. Yet on glimpsing the planet from deep space, we saw not only the 

true wonder of its shimmering blue beauty, but also the true nature of its limits. 

In a passage that calls to mind Ursula K. Le Guin’s insistence that “to use the world well, to be able to 

stop wasting it and our time in it, we need to relearn our being in it,” McCarthy places the vital 

relationship between responsibility and joy at the heart of our relearning of being: 

It is time for a different, formal defence of nature. We should offer up not just the notion of being 

sensible and responsible about it, which is sustainable development, nor the notion of its mammoth 

utilitarian and financial value, which is ecosystem services, but a third way, something different 

entirely: we should offer up what it means to our spirits; the love of it. We should offer up its joy. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/08/thoreau-and-the-language-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/24/earthrise/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/05/carl-sagan-jonathan-cott-rolling-stone-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/05/carl-sagan-jonathan-cott-rolling-stone-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/10/ursula-k-le-guin-late-in-the-day-science-poetry/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/10/ursula-k-le-guin-late-in-the-day-science-poetry/
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Illustration from Beastly Verse by JooHee Yoon 

I have long found the word environment disquieting. Embedded in it is residual Ptolemism that places 

us at the center of nature and casts the rest of the natural world as something that surrounds us and 

implicitly revolves around us. The notion of “natural resources” furthers this hubris by framing trees 

and rivers and meadows as entities and economic assets existing for the satisfaction of our human 

needs. McCarthy speaks to this civilizational hubris and how it bereaves us of the far greater 

“resource” which nature can offer us, and has long offered us, not as an exploitable asset but as an 

unbidden gift: 

We can generalise or, indeed, monetise the value of nature’s services in satisfying our corporeal needs, 

since we all have broadly the same continuous requirement for food and shelter; but we have infinitely 

different longings for solace and understanding and delight. Their value is modulated, not through 

economic assessment, but through the personal experiences of individuals. So we cannot say — alas 

that we cannot — that birdsong, like coral reefs, is worth 375 billion dollars a year in economic terms, 

but we can say, each of us, that at this moment and at this place it was worth everything to me. Shelley 

did so with his skylark, and Keats with his nightingale, and Thomas Hardy with the skylark of Shelley, 

and Edward Thomas with his unknown bird, and Philip Larkin with his song thrush in a chilly spring 

garden, but we need to remake, remake, remake, not just rely on the poems of the past, we need to do it 

ourselves — proclaim these worths through our own experiences in the coming century of destruction, 

and proclaim them loudly, as the reason why nature must not go down. 

That most unquantifiable, most precious value of nature to human life, McCarthy insists, is the gift 

nestled in the responsibility — the gift of joy. He writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/22/beastly-verse-joohee-yoon/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/22/beastly-verse-joohee-yoon/
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Joy has a component, if not of morality, then at least of seriousness. It signifies a happiness which is a 

serious business. And it seems to me the wholly appropriate name for the sudden passionate happiness 

which the natural world can occasionally trigger in us, which may well be the most serious business of 

all. 

Illustration by Matthew Forsythe from The Golden Leaf 

Echoing Denise Levertov’s stirring poem about our ambivalent relationship to nature — “We call it 

‘Nature’; only reluctantly admitting ourselves to be ‘Nature’ too.” — McCarthy extends a promissory 

vision for reclaiming our joyous belonging to the natural world: 

The natural world is not separate from us, it is part of us. It is as much a part of us as our capacity for 

language; we are bonded to it still, however hard it may be to perceive the union in the tumult of 

modern urban life. Yet the union can be found, the union of ourselves and nature, in the joy which 

nature can spark and fire in us. 

A mighty kindling for that fire is what McCarthy offers in the remainder The Moth Snowstorm — a 

beautiful and catalytic read in its entirety. Complement it with evolutionary biologist Lynn Margulis 

on the interconnectedness of nature and Loren Eiseley — one of the most elegant thinkers and 

underappreciated geniuses of the past century — on how nature can help us reclaim our sense of the 

miraculous in a mechanical age, then savor Krista Tippett’s beautiful On Being conversation with 

McCarthy: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/07/michael-mccarthy-the-moth-snowstorm-nature-

joy/?mc_cid=6749078920&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/04/the-gold-leaf-hall-forsythe/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/10/america-ferrera-sojourns-in-the-parallel-world-denise-levertov/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1681372428/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/19/lynn-margulis-talking-on-the-water/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/22/loren-eiseley-muskrat/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/22/loren-eiseley-muskrat/
https://onbeing.org/programs/nature-joy-and-human-becoming-may2018/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/04/the-gold-leaf-hall-forsythe/
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Incredibly Intricate Glasswork by Janis Miltenberger is Inspired by Mythology 

LAURA STAUGAITIS 

 

Cynara’s Lush Gift, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, bee created by Wesley Fleming, 35”H x 

11”L x 11”D. All images used with permission of the artist. 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/about/#laura
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Glass artist Janis Miltenberger draws on the roles of mythology and storytelling as attempts to explain our 

experience of the world to build complex glass sculptures. Her work often takes the shape of recognizable 

objects, like human figures and chairs, which are then filled with incredible detail. The artist uses borosilicate 

glass, and enhanced with glass colors, gold luster, sandblasting, and oil paint.  

Miltenberger shares with Colossal that she was originally drawn to ceramics, and discovered glassblowing in 

college, where she apprenticed with Richard Marquis. Many years later, she was introduced to lampworking, 

which is her preferred technique today. She explains, “working alone with a torch was more personal and I 

don’t think I was quite as aware at that point how I needed that space set apart to focus and identify my ideas 

and voice.” 

The artist’s most recent series, “Doctrine of Signatures,” is based on The Signature of All Things, a 17th 

century book by Jakob Boehme which detailed the commonly-held belief that the outward appearance of a 

plant reflected its medicinal value. She is currently working on a large installation that moves away from her 

decorative style. In fall 2018, Miltenberger will be teaching in Niijima, Japan, and her work will be shown at 

the Bellevue Art Museum in Washington state. (via Lustik) 

 

Cynara’s Lush Gift (detail), Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, bee created by Wesley Fleming, 

35”H x 11”L x 11”D 

http://www.janismiltenberger.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Marquis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lampworking
https://www.bellevuearts.org/
http://lustik.tumblr.com/post/174240105797/art-by-janis-miltenberger-available-through
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Golden Memory, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 35”H x 11”L x 11”D 
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Golden Memory (detail), Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 35”H x 11”L x 11”D 
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Doctrine of Signatures, Photographer Lynn Thompson, 38″H x 14″W x 13″D 
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Doctrine of Signatures (detail), Photographer Lynn Thompson, 38″H x 14″W x 13″D 
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Golden Tinged Hope, Photographer Lynn Thompson, 84”H x 24”L x 13”D 
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Golden Tinged Hope (detail), Photographer Lynn Thompson, 84”H x 24”L x 13”D 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

26 

 

Dividing Line, wall piece, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 34”H x 16”L x 4.5”D 
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Dividing Line (detail), wall piece, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 34”H x 16”L x 4.5”D 
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Quiet Breath, wall piece, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 30″H x 20″L x 4.5″D 
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Quiet Breath (detail), wall piece, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 30″H x 20″L x 4.5″D 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

30 

 

Quiet Breath (detail), wall piece, Photographer Peter Kuhnlein @ACME Creative, 30″H x 20″L x 4.5″D 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/glasswork-by-janis-

miltenberger/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/glasswork-by-janis-miltenberger/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/glasswork-by-janis-miltenberger/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f
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The Bugs Are Winning 

Jerome Groopman 

JUNE 28, 2018 ISSUE 

Superbugs: An Arms Race Against Bacteria  

by William Hall, Anthony McDonnell, and Jim O’Neill 

Harvard University Press, 246 pp., $29.95 

http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/jerome-e-groopman/
http://www.nybooks.com/issues/2018/06/28/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0674975987?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0674975987
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BSIP/UIG/Getty Images 

Penicillium chrysogenum (also known as Penicillium notatum), the mold that produces the antibiotic 

penicillin 

 

I never knew my aunt, Pessimindle. As a teenager in the early 1900s, she developed appendicitis and rapidly 

succumbed to the infection. At the time, there were no antibiotics. When I was growing up, my father 

contrasted the loss of his sister with the advent of penicillin that saved many of his fellow soldiers in the 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/groopman_1-062818.jpg
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waning days of World War II. I was taught that medicine could create miracles, which should never be taken 

for granted. 

Penicillin was serendipitously discovered when the researcher Alexander Fleming went on vacation in the 

summer of 1928. He returned to his laboratory at St. Mary’s Hospital, London, to find that a petri dish with 

bacteria had been left open and had become contaminated by a relatively rare strain of airborne 

mold, Penicillium notatum, its spores likely drifting in through the window. The growth of the bacteria in the 

dish was inhibited by the mold. Its inhibitory substance, termed penicillin, was produced in scant quantities 

and was laborious to purify. A worldwide search was launched to find other strains of Penicillium that 

produced higher concentrations; promising samples were obtained in Cape Town, Mumbai, and Chongqing, 

but the best came from an overripe melon bought at a fruit market in Peoria. Pharmaceutical companies scaled 

up production of the antibiotic and, beginning with the D-Day landings in 1944, it was widely available to 

Allied troops. 

Fleming recognized not only the opportunity afforded by the open petri dish, but also the peril from misusing 

the drug. In his speech accepting the 1945 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine he said: 

The time may come when penicillin can be bought by anyone in the shops. Then there is the danger that the 

ignorant man may easily underdose himself and by exposing his microbes to non-lethal quantities of the drug 

make them resistant. Here is a hypothetical illustration. Mr. X has a sore throat. He buys some penicillin and 

gives himself, not enough to kill the streptococci but enough to educate them to resist penicillin. He then 

infects his wife. Mrs. X gets pneumonia and is treated with penicillin. As the streptococci are now resistant to 

penicillin the treatment fails. Mrs. X dies. Who is primarily responsible for Mrs. X’s death? Why Mr. X, 

whose negligent use of penicillin changed the nature of the microbe. Moral: If you use penicillin, use enough. 

Fleming’s advice to use the antibiotic properly was widely disregarded, not by “the ignorant man” but by 

“negligent” medical professionals. Prescriptions of penicillin in suboptimal dosages led to the emergence of 

bacteria resistant to it. 

This is because bacteria reproduce at an astonishing rate. E. coli, commonly found in our colon, has a 

generational interval of about twenty minutes. Homo sapiens has an average generational interval of thirty 

years. So, over two and a half years, E. coli goes through the same number of generations as we do in two 

million years. As DNA is copied to spawn the next generation, random errors (mutations) occur, and the more 

copying, the more random mutations. If an antibiotic is used in suboptimal concentrations, then bacteria with 

random mutations that confer some level of resistance to the drug are more likely to survive and over many 

generations become impervious to it. 

Researchers thus play leapfrog with bacteria that are resistant to one antibiotic by searching for a new one that 

is effective. William Hall, Anthony McDonnell, and Jim O’Neill in their lucid and thoughtful 

book Superbugs recount that for several decades, this strategy succeeded. But now we are running out of 

options. Potent antibiotics that were mainstays in the clinic over the four decades that I’ve practiced medicine, 

like ampicillin, ceftazidime, and imipenem, typically fail to eradicate many of the bacteria that currently cause 

infections. 

Bacteria that have developed immunity to a large number of antibiotics are termed “superbugs.” The best 

known is methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus, or MRSA. It originally appeared in intensive care units, 

among surgical patients. In this setting, MRSA primarily causes pneumonia and bloodstream infection from 

catheters. But over the past two decades, the resistant microbes have spread outside hospitals to the larger 

community. At the end of the 1990s this superbug infected children in North Dakota and Minnesota, then was 
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found among men who have sex with men and in prisons among prisoners. A widely publicized outbreak 

occurred among the St. Louis Rams football team, transmitted by shared equipment. Other MRSA outbreaks 

were reported among religious groups in upstate New York, Hurricane Katrina evacuees, and people who 

have received tattoos without proper sanitary precautions. Resistant forms of so-called gram-negative 

bacteria—characterized by cell walls that protect them from many antibiotics—have also emerged, 

like Klebsiella and Acinetobacter, which often cause death. Recently, resistant strains of gonorrhea have been 

detected in Asia.1 

Superbugs only briefly reviews the science of bacterial resistance; its focus is on the societal consequences. 

While there are no exact data on the total number of people dying each year from resistant microbes, the 

authors calculate it to be at least 1.5 million. This number outstrips deaths from road accidents (1.2 million) 

and approximates the number of deaths from diabetes (1.5 million). 

The economic burden on our health care systems is considerable. People with resistant infections spend more 

time in the hospital, require more care from doctors and nurses, are treated with more expensive drugs, and 

often have to be isolated from other patients. In the United States, it costs an average of $16,000 to treat a 

patient with Staphylococcus aureus that is susceptible to the antibiotic methicillin, with an 11.5 percent 

chance of death; if the bacteria are resistant, the cost jumps to $35,000 and the chance of the patient dying 

more than doubles. A study from the European Medicines Agency in the European Union, which includes 

England, estimated the cost to EU health care systems at €900 million ($1.06 billion). 

The impact of bacterial resistance on economic productivity is also significant. The Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention in the United States have estimated that resistance costs the American health care 

system about $20 billion per year, to which productivity losses add a further $35 billion. Using the American 

estimates, the authors of Superbugs extrapolate the total costs of antimicrobial resistance worldwide to about 

$57 billion for health systems, with the reduction in world productivity valued at $174 billion. 

Based on these economic calculations, Superbugs provides a set of policy prescriptions, framed in pragmatic 

terms meant to motivate self-interested politicians: 

Governments might not want to invest in solutions, but they will ultimately pay either way. Any money not 

spent now will result in substantial costs in the future—not to mention many lost lives. Serious damage to 

economic productivity (which by extension threatens governments’ tax incomes) coupled with the higher 

costs of health care (which is largely government funded) should provide the impetus to deal with this crisis 

now. 

Investment to combat superbugs begins with identifying new antibiotics. Almost all antibiotics are still 

derived from natural compounds, like Fleming’s penicillin. Although researchers at the Rockefeller 

University have recently devised advanced methods to facilitate the search, it is unclear how many 

antibacterial agents are left to discover.2 The most prudent approach is to rely not on discovery but on 

conservation. “We need to think of our current antibiotics as nonrenewable natural resources,” Hall, 

McDonnell, and O’Neill write. 

Long before we discovered the environmental damage caused by burning hydrocarbons, we were keenly 

aware that one day the world would run out of coal and oil and that not only should we not waste them, but 

we should develop renewable resources. 

This in part has been the focus of Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulations: 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fn-1
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fn-2
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Both government and industry plan for the exhaustion of rare earth metals that are needed in electronics and 

elsewhere. This is not to say that we will never find any new antibacterial compounds…. However as it is 

unclear how many more drugs can be found in the future, we should work hard to protect the ones we have, as 

well as new ones that we find. 

They provide a concise overview of the logistics of new drug development. It normally takes ten to fifteen 

years to bring a new therapy to market, at a cost of more than a billion dollars. Intellectual property rights 

give the company a monopoly over the drug for some twenty years, depending on the country. After that, low-

cost generic manufacturers typically jump in to sell it at a reduced price. Much of those twenty years is spent 

testing the drug in clinical trials, so investment costs are recouped over only about a decade. The company 

generally makes no significant profit after the patent expires. Still, high sales usually mean that patented drugs 

end up making a profit. 

Antibiotics, the authors show, are paradoxically different in the marketplace when properly prescribed: 

If an excellent new antibiotic is effective against infections caused by drug-resistant bacteria, most public 

health officials would want to protect it for use in the most extreme circumstances and would discourage it 

from being sold worldwide. To get the maximum benefit from the drug and prevent the development of 

resistance, it is important that people not use it frequently. 

This makes eminent sense from a public health point of view, in effect safeguarding a precious social 

resource: 

When asked what she would do with a useful new antibiotic, the chief medical officer for England, Sally 

Davis, said that the drug “would need a stewardship program”—that is, that systems would have to be in 

place to make sure that the antibiotic was only prescribed when absolutely necessary. Indeed, limiting 

unnecessary use is essential to keep bacteria from becoming resistant to new antibiotics, and thus essential for 

our continued health. 

While this is a cogent strategy, it doesn’t coincide with the marketing goals of the drug industry: “When a 

really useful new antibiotic is found, the company that invests in it cannot rely on high sales for return on 

investment.” 

Commercial imperatives also work against societal needs in the use of antibiotics in animal husbandry. This is 

partly a result of the sheer number of animals being reared yearly to feed the world’s seven billion–plus 

people. Antibiotics were introduced into agriculture in the 1950s, when it was discovered that regular low 

doses of them made farm animals grow faster and larger. Consumers could purchase meat at lower prices, 

since the drugs reduce production costs for farmers. Globally, more antibiotics are estimated to be used today 

for animals than for humans. For example, “over 70 percent of medically important antibiotics in the United 

States, by volume, are sold for use in farm animals.” Hall, McDonnell, and O’Neill note that 

antibiotics are more effective growth promoters when used for animals kept in cramped, dirty, unregulated 

conditions than for animals living in cleaner, more open, more controlled environments. Under suboptimal 

conditions, the growth promoters are for all practical purposes a substitute for good infection prevention and 

control. 

The effects of antibiotics on growth are not fully understood. They may alter the animal’s microbiome—the 

bacteria in the gut—as well as prevent infection, so less energy is expended on fighting microbes. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

36 

Our environment is becoming contaminated with antibiotics and their residues in several ways. The first is a 

result of body waste—from both animals and humans. According to Hall, McDonnell, and O’Neill, “Studies 

suggest that as much as 75 to 90 percent of antibiotics may be excreted from animals without being 

metabolized. This waste goes into the soil and is then washed into the water systems.” Second, when 

pharmaceutical factories dump their untreated waste that contains the active ingredients of antibiotics into the 

water supply, they save money on expensive disposal. Such practices encourage the development of antibiotic 

resistance, since we are thus exposed to low and varying amounts of the drugs, as Fleming warned. 

Hall, McDonnell, and O’Neill argue that “antibiotics provide a backbone to the entire healthcare system,” 

essential in everything from hip surgery to cancer treatment to organ transplantation. Thus developing 

effective antibiotics should be recognized as a “public good.” This justifies governmental intervention with 

incentives for the creation of new drugs. But such incentives have not been forthcoming, partly, in the 

authors’ view, because “electoral cycles encourage short-term thinking.” This kind of thinking has become 

particularly acute with the economic and social upheavals of the recent elections in the United States and 

Europe: 

If a prime minister or president invests government resources to curtail drug resistance, they are unlikely to 

get huge rewards from the electorate. People generally do not vote on how well the government is dealing 

with a future problem, and they do not have enough knowledge of the early stages of research to make 

judgments. As a result, the political incentives have not been sufficient to pressure governments into action. 

To overcome these barriers, they recommend a public innovation fund that covers early-stage research, as 

well as “non-cutting edge research that has societal benefit but little commercial attractiveness”; enhanced 

collaboration among companies in conducting clinical trials; harmonization of new drug regulation to reduce 

the costs of development; and “market entry rewards” that will compensate a company for creating useful 

products. 

In agriculture, the authors write, methods are needed to rear animals without antibiotics. But “progress on an 

international scale will be a challenge because many meat-producing countries have a financial interest to 

continue antibiotic use.” Still, farming practices can be profitably improved, as occurred in Denmark, where 

farmers significantly reduced use of antibiotics while sustaining productivity; the country is one of the largest 

exporters of pork in the world. This has been possible despite regulations to limit the use of antibiotics, in part 

because of improved infection control procedures, which lowered infection rates and reduced the need for 

drugs. Denmark also improved the monitoring of antibiotic sales and use, which enabled the government to 

intervene if farmers were disregarding the law. It did this through what was called a “‘yellow card system’—

pig farmers using the most antibiotics were sent warnings that they might face penalties.” 

Given this evidence of economic competitiveness despite the regulation of antibiotic use in livestock, Hall, 

McDonnell, and O’Neill propose international agreements as a first step toward remedying the urgent issue of 

superbugs. “A combination of taxation, regulation, and subsidies for alternatives to antibiotics should be 

developed.” 

But regulation is needed not only in farming. When we are treated for bacterial infection, we excrete 

unmetabolized antibiotics that enter our water systems. As the authors write, “A wastewater system that 

eradicates all traces of antibiotics does not yet exist, partly due to the high cost of development.” This issue is 

especially prominent in hospital waste, since patients are more likely to have antibiotic residues in their feces, 

in addition to drug-resistant bacteria. “This combination has the potential to create hotspots of resistance.” 
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Yet another obstacle is found where antibiotics are often manufactured, in India and China, where production 

costs are minimal. There is often poor quality control of the content of the antibiotic pills manufactured in 

these countries. They also often contain less of the active drug than advertised.3 Again, as Fleming noted, 

undertreatment with suboptimal doses of antibiotics fosters bacterial resistance. 

At the 2016 G7 meeting, chaired by Japan, world leaders recognized how market forces mitigate against new 

drug development and called on international institutions to rectify the problem. While these leaders 

recognized the importance of increased access to antibiotics for their underserved populations, they also 

highlighted the need for stewardship in use of the drugs for both patients and animal husbandry. 

The authors assert that political will is needed to find the funds for implementing incentives. They estimate 

that an investment of $40 billion over ten years is required for the world to avoid a $100 trillion cost by 2050. 

They argue that “the potential to prevent an increase from 1.5 million to 10 million deaths per year should 

make every one of us stand up and take note.” 

But I am not hopeful that such pragmatism will prevail. Superbugs was written before the sharp shift in our 

politics, notably Brexit and the election of Donald Trump. The withdrawal of the United States from both the 

Paris Climate Accord and the Trans-Pacific Partnership has been followed by a declaration of trade wars, 

which the president tweets are “good” and “easy to win.” This absurd delusion fits with his view that all deals 

are binary, with “winners and losers” rather than agreements that may benefit both parties in the negotiation. 

Such brute nativist thinking undermines global cooperation, which is needed for the proposals of Hall, 

McDonnell, and O’Neill. If the recent lifting of salutary regulations by Trump’s EPA on the chemical and 

mining sectors are any indications of disregard for the environment, there is scant hope that measures to limit 

factory dumping of antibiotic waste will be pursued. Still, some within the administration are trying to address 

the threat of superbugs in the defense budget, where research on antibiotic resistance may be cloaked under 

the aegis of national security.4 But such singular measures will ultimately fall short without a comprehensive 

and coordinated plan of cooperation among nations. 

1. 1 
For greater detail on the science of bacterial resistance, see my “Superbugs: The New Generation of Resistant 

Infections Is Almost Impossible to Treat,” The New Yorker, August 11, 2008; and “Sex and the Superbug: 

The Rise of Drug-Resistant Gonorrhea,” The New Yorker, October 1, 2012. See also Ellie Kincaid, “New 

Study Raises Specter of More Bacteria Resistant to Last Line Antibiotics,” The Wall Street Journal, January 

16, 2017. This April the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention released an update on multidrug-resistant 

microbes in the United States. Bacteria that were believed to be rare proved more common than previously 

thought, with unusual resistance making them impervious to most available antibiotics. See Kate Russell 

Woodworth et al., “Vital Signs: Containment of Novel Multidrug-Resistant Organisms and Resistance 

Mechanisms—United States, 2006–2017,” Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, Vol. 67, No. 13 (April 6, 

2018). ↩ 

2. 2 
Bradley M. Hover, Zachary Charlop-Powers, Sean F. Brady et al., “Culture-Independent Discovery of the 

Malacidins as Calcium-Dependent Antibiotics with Activity Against Multidrug-Resistant Gram-Positive 

Pathogens,” Nature Microbiology, February 12, 2018.  ↩ 

3. 3 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fn-3
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fn-4
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fnr-1
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fnr-2
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Patricia McGettigan, Peter Roderick, Abhay Kadam, and Allyson Pollock, “Threats to Global Antimicrobial 

Resistance Control: Centrally Approved and Unapproved Antibiotic Formulations Sold in India,” British 

Journal of Clinical Pharmacology, February 21, 2018.  ↩ 

4. 4 
Ike Swetlitz, “Drug Makers Lobby for Antibiotic Incentives in Pandemic Preparedness Bill,” STAT+, 

February 27, 2018. ↩ 

 

 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/  

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fnr-3
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/superbugs-are-winning-antibiotics/#fnr-4


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

39 

The Politics of Now 

David Runciman 

 BUYThe Fall of the House of Fifa by David Conn 

Yellow Jersey, 336 pp, £9.99, June 2017, ISBN 978 0 224 10045 8 

As the world continues its Trumpian turn away from soft power towards the colder comforts of hard power, 

some moments now look like straws in the wind. In late November 2010 the English FA sent David Cameron, 

Prince William and David Beckham to Fifa headquarters in Zurich to lobby on its behalf before the vote for 

the right to host the 2018 World Cup. Two old Etonians and an alumnus of Chingford County High School: 

the sight of these three men larking about in their identikit blazers was the very embodiment of English soft 

power. For years Britons travelling the globe had found that sticky situations in foreign lands could be 

remedied with the two magic words ‘David Beckham’, which invariably brought grins and handshakes. 

William, recently engaged to be married and still in possession of most of his hair, was another magic charm. 

Cameron, barely six months into his premiership, added ruddy-cheeked bonhomie to the party. Only if the FA 

had sent deputy PM Nick Clegg in his place could it have signalled more clearly that it believed hard political 

choices could be alleviated with some honeyed words and a shy smile. 

The previous day, England’s cause had been gravely damaged by the broadcast of a BBC Panorama report 

alleging wrongdoing and corruption at the heart of the bidding process. The fear was that Fifa would shoot the 

messenger. The goal of the FA mission was to spread sufficient stardust over the occasion that delegates with 

swing votes would grant them an audience, at which point more substantial favours could be put on the table. 

It didn’t work. When decision day arrived England’s bid was the first to be knocked out, securing a measly 

two votes out of a possible 24 (one of those came from the FA’s own representative on the committee, so in 

the end all that glamour delivered just a single vote). Russia comfortably won the right to host the 2018 World 

Cup, and the tiny Gulf state of Qatar was chosen for 2022. 

This humiliation was compounded in 2017 when an official Fifa report into the voting process singled out the 

English delegation as having compromised its integrity. It noted that at least three members of the executive 

committee responsible for awarding the World Cup ‘made improper requests for support or favours towards 

the England 2018 bid team and/or the FA’. It went on: ‘With regard to at least two of these committee 

members, England 2018 accommodated, or at least attempted to satisfy, the improper requests.’ One man they 

tried to satisfy was Jack Warner, who as president of Concacaf (the football association of North and Central 

America and the Caribbean) was in control of three crucial votes. Warner wanted money to support grassroots 

football in his home country of Trinidad, which meant cash paid into the coffers of the team he owned there, 

the happily named Joe Public Football Club. The FA also sponsored a gala dinner in Trinidad hosted by 

Warner to the tune of $50,000. At the time of the 2010 vote, Warner got a thirty-minute sit-down with 

Cameron. Afterwards, he told reporters: ‘I was pleased with the talks. They were very constructive. Mr 

Cameron is a knowledgeable man. He knows about football, but not only that he knows about the bidding 

process as well.’ Well, yes and no. Warner had always indicated that he would support the English bid, which 

was how he was able to keep extracting more concessions. In the end, he voted for Russia. 

 

The FA’s approach – star power plus a few sweeteners on the side – was exactly the wrong way to go. The 

stars had little to offer that the Fifa delegates hadn’t heard many times before: they were used to being fawned 

over. In 2004, when trying to secure its bid for the 2010 World Cup, the South African FA sent the 85-year-

old Nelson Mandela, already frail and in poor health, on a 17-hour trip to Trinidad to meet Warner in a final 

https://www.londonreviewbookshop.co.uk/on-our-shelves/book/9780224100458/fall-of-the-house-of-fifa?utm_source=LRB&utm_medium=BNbutton&utm_campaign=BuyNow
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Conn,+David
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attempt to secure his precious three votes. In the end, South Africa won the final bidding round 14-10, so we 

may infer that the trip was a success. But subsequent rumours that $10 million also found its way from South 

Africa to Trinidad may have had something to do with it. As David Conn writes in his exemplary history of 

recent high football politics, ‘To see the image of a man as distinguished as Mandela forced to abase himself 

this much, towards the end of his hard and exemplary life, before corrupt thieves like … Warner … is 

repugnant now.’ It is also revealing: the English just weren’t trying hard enough. 

At the same time, the titbits the FA were dangling in 2010 were just the right size to provide Fifa with cover 

when it came to producing its own report on what had gone wrong with the bidding process. Big enough to be 

noticeable but small enough to be negligible, they allowed Fifa to suggest that the system was relatively 

untainted by this sort of corruption because it had made so little difference. That was laughable, but it was 

also true: English attempts to sway votes had shown that members of the Fifa committee were extremely hard 

to buy. The Argentinian representative, Julio Grondona, whose iron control of his country’s FA dated back to 

the days of the junta, later said that he had been open to voting for England, but his price would have been the 

return of the Falkland Islands. The official figure put on the cost of the FA bid was £21 million, which 

seemed an outrageous sum to squander on such a futile endeavour. Small change in the world of professional 

football, it would have been a very significant sum to have invested in the grassroots of the sport to which the 

FA also had a responsibility. What made it such a waste was that it delivered nothing at all. 

While Cameron was dangling dinner expenses in front of Warner, his French counterpart was playing a very 

different game. Michel Platini, the deputy head of Fifa, attended a lunch at the Elysée Palace with President 

Sarkozy and representatives of the Qatari royal family in the run-up to the 2010 vote. Sarkozy let the Qataris 

know that the price of Platini’s vote would include support for his local team, Paris Saint-Germain, then in 

financial difficulties. In due course the Qataris bought the club and invested hundreds of millions into it 

(including the £200 million it cost to buy Neymar, the world’s most expensive player). Qatar also bought the 

TV rights to France’s Ligue 1 games for more than £500 million a year, and Qatar Airways ordered fifty 

A320 planes made by Airbus at Toulouse. The value of that deal alone for the French economy was in the 

region of £15 billion. 

As Conn notes, Platini has always insisted that he did not vote for Qatar because Sarkozy told him to. 

Nonetheless, something happened to persuade him to drop his earlier support for the US as hosts in 2022 and 

to plump instead for a country with no football infrastructure, no international profile in the game to speak of, 

and a climate that meant a summer tournament would have to be played in temperatures as high as 50 

degrees. What was it about the small, barren, dusty, repressive, oil-rich state that first attracted him? 

Afterwards, Platini spoke about the exciting opportunities a World Cup in Qatar would bring, taking football 

to new territories and opening it up to different cultures. He soon speculated about the chance to turn it into a 

winter tournament, since the summer would clearly be far too hot. Yet the Qatari bid was for a summer 

tournament, and though it might be possible to keep the stadiums air-conditioned, the conditions for anyone 

outside, including the workers who had to build the stadiums, would be brutal. Just as England’s attempts to 

sway the votes of the committee were too petty to be meaningful, the Qatari inducements were so enormous 

that it was hard to know how to respond. After all, there was no possible other reason to host the tournament 

there, so what did that leave to be investigated? 
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In the fallout from the 2010 bidding round, the Qataris complained that they were taking the heat for a process 

that had also rewarded Putin and his kleptocratic regime. Why weren’t the Russians the ones in the firing 

line? Part of Qatar’s problem was that the Americans, from whom they had effectively stolen the tournament, 

began shortly afterwards to look into Fifa’s finances. A US Department of Justice inquiry into Warner, which 

ended up charging him with ‘wire fraud, racketeering and money laundering’, triggered the exposure of a 

whole raft of dodgy practices, including a proposed payment of $2 million from Fifa’s chairman, Sepp 

Blatter, to his deputy and anointed successor, Platini, which eventually led to the resignation of both men. 

Blatter blamed Platini for switching his vote to Qatar, thereby exposing their organisation to the piqued wrath 

of the US authorities. Blatter had long entertained a very different idea of how his time in office was meant to 

end. He seems to have genuinely believed that he was destined to win the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to 

use football as a healer of international divisions. After his downfall, Blatter told Conn that he had a vision of 

how it should have happened: if Russia and the US were in the same tournament, ‘it would be good for these 

two countries, these powerhouses; they don’t like each other – then with football they can make a handshake 

for peace.’ He went on to emphasise this was not about him, it was about the game. ‘What I was asking, really 

asking, was for the Nobel Prize: for football, not for a man. It is the movement, for Fifa, what Fifa has done in 

the world, not for a man.’ 

It didn’t turn out like that. The Americans failed to qualify for the 2018 World Cup, after a disastrous 

campaign in which their team finished fifth out of six in its qualifying group, culminating in a humiliating 2-1 

defeat to Warner’s home side of Trinidad and Tobago. Meanwhile, Russia’s record since being awarded the 

tournament in 2010 (for which they automatically qualify as hosts) is not going to win them any favours with 

the Nobel Prize committee. In the last four years we’ve had the invasion of Crimea, a proxy war in Ukraine, 

sabre-rattling in the Balkans, apparent election interference around the world, the political murder of 

journalists and dissidents, and the continued persecution of minorities, including the LGBT community. The 

evidence for Blatter’s basic premise that international sport spreads peace and goodwill has always been fairly 

thin: every major tournament is dressed up that way but the legacy is more often mothballed stadiums and 

simmering resentment, as was the case after South Africa 2010 and Brazil 2014. Rarely, though, has a regime 

so brazenly signalled its indifference to the niceties of international sport, which require at least the pretence 

that bad behaviour gets put on hold. As the saying goes, hypocrisy is the tribute that vice pays to virtue, and 

this is the currency in which Fifa likes to trade. But Putin isn’t having any of it. He seems to have treated the 

award of the tournament as a licence to try his luck. 

At a meeting of the Foreign Affairs Select Committee following the attempted murder of Sergei and Yulia 

Skripal in Salisbury earlier this year, the Labour MP Ian Austin called for England to withdraw from the 

World Cup in Russia on the grounds that ‘Putin is going to use it in the way that Hitler used the 1936 

Olympics.’ In response, Boris Johnson said: ‘I think the comparison with 1936 is certainly right. It is an 

emetic prospect to think of Putin glorying in this sporting event.’ However, Johnson stopped short of calling 

for England to pull out. He merely advised English fans to think twice about travelling to Russia, especially 

given the risks they ran if they got caught up in hooliganism and found themselves at the mercy of the 

Russian security services. The idea of a wider boycott of this summer’s tournament was never really an 

option. This is partly because too many countries have divided loyalties. The World Cup is heavily skewed 

towards European representation – almost half the 32 nations taking part are European – and much of the 

continent is torn between its fear of Russia and its dependence on Russian energy supplies. In a few cases – 

notably that of the new Italian government – this dependence is supplemented by open admiration for some of 

Putin’s methods, including his habit of thumbing his nose at the EU and the US. In a time of brazen populism, 

pulling out of this particular World Cup was never going to be popular. 
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The other reason we were unlikely to see a repeat of 1980, when the US led many countries to boycott the 

Moscow Olympics, is that international sport has lost much of its symbolic political value. When England’s 

bid to host this summer’s tournament crashed and burned back in 2010, Richard Scudamore, executive 

chairman of the Premier League, responded by pointing out that for almost the whole world English football 

meant the Premier League, which would continue to thrive regardless. He was simultaneously saying the 

unsayable and stating the obvious: for most fans, club football is what matters, and the national team is just a 

sideshow. In the end, club football is where the real politics happens too. Real Madrid v. Barcelona counts for 

much more than the fate of the Spanish national team. The British government’s most direct response to 

Putin’s recent provocations has been to deny the Chelsea owner, Roman Abramovich, a visa to continue to 

work in this country. As a result, Abramovich has announced that he is putting his £1 billion planned 

investment in the redevelopment of Chelsea’s stadium on hold. He has also taken out Israeli citizenship. The 

stakes in this game of tit-for-tat – for Chelsea, for Abramovich, for the UK government, for Israel, for Putin – 

are far higher than anything that might happen during the World Cup. Abramovich was Putin’s envoy to Fifa 

in 2010 – a more low-key and far more effective ambassador than the glitzy English delegation – but this is 

not England’s revenge for that. It is the politics of now, and international football barely features. 

* 

So here is a prediction for this summer’s tournament: the most contentious moments won’t involve high 

politics, or corrupt money trails, but new technology. What makes Russia 2018 truly different from recent 

World Cups is the introduction of the VAR system, which allows refereeing assistants watching the games on 

TV to identify ‘clearly wrong’ decisions and to invite the match referee to review them using a monitor at the 

side of the pitch. VAR has been trialled in various tournaments around the world with mixed results: some 

obvious injustices have been overturned, but a number of games have been reduced to near farce, with long 

delays and extended periods of confusion as players, managers, spectators and commentators struggle to work 

out what is going on. 

The refereeing at any World Cup is always a bit of a lottery. The usual political horse-trading precedes the 

selection of the officials, who tend to vary in their competence and experience; language barriers and cultural 

misunderstandings get in the way; and all the while the world is watching. Of course, the point of this new 

system is to minimise mistakes. But you don’t have to be a cynic to suppose that its likely effect will be to 

increase the variety of mistakes that can now be made: what counts as ‘clearly wrong’ in football is no clearer 

than what counts as nearly right. VAR brings more individual judgments into play, and that means, at a 

tournament where the referees come from 33 different countries (one more than the number of teams), far 

greater scope for misunderstanding. The VAR officials themselves are a more select bunch: there are just 13, 

of whom nine come from Europe (including three from Italy, where VAR was used in Serie A last season). 

The experienced people running the system will be working alongside a larger group of referees who have 

little idea of how it’s meant to work. What could possibly go wrong? 

We are at a curious point in the evolution of the new technology: while we wait for the machines to take away 

our jobs they seem to be creating more work for everyone to do. When something contentious happens in this 

summer’s tournament, the swarm of humanity on the sidelines will be something to see: the referees, their 

conventional assistants and their video assistants, along with the coaches and their staff, including their 

resident technologists, all straining for a look. And then there will be the TV commentators, with their 

specialist refereeing analysts, and the thousands of journalists and millions of armchair critics, online and off, 

analysing and re-analysing the most controversial moments. No one is master of this domain. The 1974 World 
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Cup final, which was pitted as Cruyff v. Beckenbauer, ended up being largely decided by the English referee 

Jack Taylor, who gave two penalties, unaided by anyone else and seemingly untroubled by doubt. Football 

was a different game then. It was more of a sport, and less a subset of the entertainment industry. 

 

 

Yet Russia 2018 is just a stepping stone on the way to Qatar 2022, which remains the great scandal to come 

out of the 2010 bidding process. Fifa are now planning to stage it as a winter tournament, as Platini suggested, 

though it has yet to be explained how this will fit in with the rest of the footballing calendar. Winter or 

summer, any Qatari World Cup – with the players bused from air-conditioned compounds to guarded training 

sessions to sealed stadiums, all the undesirables kept out along with the heat, everything looking sharp and 

shimmery in next-next-gen 4D Ultra HD, the matches continuously streamed and permanently rewatchable in 

a multitude of formats, and all the contentious refereeing decisions replayed in real time by machines that 

finally get them right – will be quite the spectacle. Fifa are also talking about expanding the number of teams 

in the finals to 48, which if it happened in 2022 would mean some matches being held outside Qatar, where 

there aren’t enough stadiums, even with the eight new ones under construction. Conversations are already 

underway with the UAE and Saudi Arabia about colocation. Given the total disconnect between what is 

proposed for this tournament and the practical demands of the sport, it is hard to know if anyone outside the 

Gulf would even notice. Won’t all the purpose-built stadiums, inside their elaborate, artificial bubbles, look 

and feel the same anyway? Perhaps this summer’s World Cup won’t be the last tournament when we are able 

to tell the difference between an international football match and a video game. But it might be the last one 

when we still care. 

 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/david-runciman/the-politics-of-now 
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The unexpected philosophy Icelanders live by 

If Iceland were to have a national slogan, it would be ‘þetta reddast’, which roughly translates to the 

idea that everything will work out all right in the end. 

 By Katie Hammel 

 

We were somewhere in the remote Westfjords, a large peninsula in Iceland’s north-west corner, when our 

campervan first stalled. It was late September, the end of the tourist season in a part of Iceland that sees about 

6% the country’s annual tourist numbers, and the roads were all but empty. 

The van stalled twice more as my husband and I made the roughly 200km drive from Látrabjarg, a windswept 

bird cliff perched on the far western edge of Iceland, back to our base in Ísafjörður, the Westfjords’ largest 

town (pop: 2,600). Once we finally got back to our apartment, we called the campervan rental company and 

told them the issue. Unfortunately, the town’s mechanic wouldn’t be available before we were due to make 

the drive back to Reykjavik. 

“Well,” said the campervan agent, “þetta reddast!” 

 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/nv/p068nvt3.jpg
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Writer Katie Hammel encountered Iceland’s unofficial motto after her campervan stalled in the remote 

Westfjords (Credit: Andrew Norelli/Getty Images) 

A quick Google search informed me that þetta reddast (pronounced thet-ta red-ust) doesn’t mean ‘sorry, I’m 

not paid enough to care about your troubles’, or ‘try not to get stranded in the middle of nowhere’. It means 

‘it’ll all work out in the end’ – and if Iceland had an official slogan, this would be it. The phrase near-

perfectly sums up the way Icelanders seem to approach life: with a laid-back, easy-going attitude and a great 

sense of humour. 

“It’s just one of those ubiquitous phrases that is around you all the time, a life philosophy wafting through the 

air,” said Alda Sigmundsdóttir, author of several books about Iceland's history and culture. “It’s generally 

used in a fairly flippant, upbeat manner. It can also be used to offer comfort, especially if the person doing the 

comforting doesn’t quite know what to say. It’s sort of a catch-all phrase that way.” 

At first glance, it seems an odd philosophy for a place where, for centuries, many things absolutely did not 

work out all right. Since Iceland’s settlement in the 9th Century, its history is littered with the tales of times 

when þetta reddast did not apply. 

 

The phrase ‘þetta reddast’ near-perfectly sums up Icelanders’ laid-back, easy-going attitude and a great sense 

of humour (Credit: Robert Postma/Design Pics/Getty Images) 

 

If Iceland had an official slogan, this would be it 

In her book, The Little Book of the Icelanders in the Old Days, Sigmundsdóttir recounts some of these 

hardships: the long winters; extreme poverty; indentured servitude. There were volcanic eruptions, like the 

https://soundcloud.com/i-heart-reykjavik/icelandic-phrase-of-the-issue?in=ayumi-akashi/sets/i-heart-reykjav-k
http://www.aldasigmunds.com/
https://www.aldasigmunds.com/product/the-little-book-of-the-icelanders-in-the-old-days/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/nv/p068nvtx.jpg
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1783 Laki eruption that killed 20% of the 50,000-strong population, as well as 80% of its sheep, which were a 

vital food source in a country with little agriculture. There were storms that swept in and sank the open 

rowboats used for fishing, wiping out much of the male populations of entire towns. Things were so bad that 

even up through the 18th Century, according to Sigmundsdóttir, 30% of babies died before they turned one. 

The Iceland of old was an exceptionally hard place to live. And the Iceland of old wasn’t that long ago. “It 

hasn’t been that long since we were a society of farmers and fishermen, and the seasons and the harsh 

conditions we lived in had complete control over our lives,” Auður Ösp, founder and owner of I Heart 

Reykjavik tour company, told me. 

While Iceland today is an ultra-modern place where wi-fi is abundant, credit cards are accepted everywhere, 

and the majority of the country is powered by geothermal energy, it was only about 90 years ago that 50% of 

the population lived in turf houses (traditional homes with walls and roofs made of earth and grass) – so these 

hardships aren’t such a distant memory. Just 45 years ago, the Eldfell volcano exploded on the small island of 

Heimaey, spewing millions of tons of ash, engulfing 400 buildings and forcing the evacuation of all 5,000 

people who lived there. And just 23 years ago, a massive avalanche decimated the town of Flateyri in the 

Westfjords, burying more than a dozen homes and killing 20 of the town’s 300 residents. 

Even on a day without disasters, Iceland is beholden to the forces of nature. The island moves and breathes in 

a way few others do; fumaroles exhale steam; hot springs gurgle; geysers belch and bubble; waterfalls 

thunder. The country sits on the rift between the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates, and those 

plates are slowly moving apart, widening Iceland by about 3cm per year and causing an average of 500 small 

earthquakes every week. 

Iceland is beholden to the forces of nature 

The country’s weather is just as volatile and formidable. Windstorms can reach hurricane force, strong storms 

can sweep in even in summer, and, on the darkest winter days, the sun shines for just four hours. 

“Those who live off the land are in constant battle with the elements,” Ösp said. “For example, when it 

suddenly starts to snow in August, like it happened in the north a few years ago, you need to drop everything 

and go out and rescue your animals. Or, when there’s a volcanic eruption that disrupts flights all over the 

world and leaves a bunch of people stranded in Iceland, you need to think on your feet and figure out what to 

do.” 

Maybe it makes sense, then, that in a place where people were – and still are – so often at the mercy of the 

weather, the land and the island’s unique geological forces, they’ve learned to give up control, leave things to 

fate and hope for the best. For these stoic and even-tempered Icelanders, þetta reddast is less a starry-eyed 

refusal to deal with problems and more an admission that sometimes you must make the best of the hand 

you’ve been dealt. 

https://iheartreykjavik.net/
https://iheartreykjavik.net/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/8634944.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/8634944.stm
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Iceland sits on the rift between the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates, whose movements result in 

volcanic eruptions and earthquakes (Credit: Arctic-Images/Getty Images) 

The phrase begins to be a little more understandable when you find out that the first Icelanders weren’t 

marauding Vikings who bravely sailed across the ocean in search of new lands to raid and tribes to wage war 

upon. Rather, they were mostly Norwegian farmers and peasants fleeing slavery and death at the hands of 

King Harald Finehair in the 9th Century. They so feared his wrath that they risked the 1,500km journey across 

the rough North Atlantic seas in small open-hulled boats. It’s hard to imagine those early settlers making the 

journey – one undertaken with no maps or navigational tools – without a little bit of blind hope. 

“We couldn’t live in this environment without a certain level of conviction that things will work out 

somehow, hard as they seem in the moment,” Ösp said. “Þedda redast represents a certain optimism that 

Icelanders have and this carefree attitude that borders on recklessness. Sometimes it works out, sometimes it 

doesn’t, but we don’t let that stop us from trying.” 

With the conditions we live under, we’re often forced to make the impossible possible 

“It’s not that we’re impulsive or stupid,” Ösp continued. “We just believe in our abilities to fix things. With 

the conditions we live under, we’re often forced to make the impossible possible.” 

And in many cases, Icelanders have made the impossible possible. They turned their stunning 2008 economic 

collapse and the disruptive 2010 eruptions of an unpronounceable volcano into PR opportunities that made 

Iceland one of the hottest destinations in the world, attracted millions of visitors and turned tourism into one 

of the main drivers of a now-robust economy. And in 2016, Iceland stunned the sporting world when it beat 

the odds to become the smallest country to ever qualify for the UEFA European Championship. Iceland 

https://www.uefa.com/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/nv/p068nvtm.jpg
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beat England to make it to the quarter-finals against France. And though there was little chance they’d win, 

roughly 8% of the Icelandic population travelled to Paris to cheer on the team (they ultimately lost 5-2). 

 

Auður Ösp: “Those who live off the land are in constant battle with the elements” (Credit: Posnov/Getty 

Images) 

A 2017 University of Iceland survey showed that nearly half of Icelanders say ‘þetta reddast’ is the 

philosophy they live by. Perhaps, as Sigmundsdóttir and Ösp suggest, this idea that everything will work out 

has been infused into Icelandic culture through the centuries. After all, for those who survived – and even 

thrived – against all odds, everything kind of did work out all right in the end. 

“This is just my home-grown theory,” Sigmundsdóttir said, “but I think the Icelanders had to face so many 

hardships that they learned to meet adversity with a combination of laissez-faireand capitulation. It’s 

something that became ingrained in the Icelandic people through centuries of living with a climate and 

landscape that always had the upper hand, against which you had to surrender, again and again, because you 

couldn’t fight them. It’s difficult in Iceland not to feel your insignificance against the elements.” 

“I think this mentality shows that we have a belief in ourselves as a nation and as individuals,” Ösp added. 

“Who would have believed, for example, that a team from a nation of 350,000 peoplecould make it to the 

2018 World Cup in Russia? We did – that’s who.” 

It seems the Icelandic belief that things will turn out all right also comes with a little effort and ingenuity on 

the part of the believer. 

http://icelandmag.is/article/45-icelanders-live-motto-thetta-reddast-quintessential-icelandic-credo
https://www.bbc.com/sport/football/41574208
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/nv/p068nvp0.jpg
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Nearly half of Icelanders say ‘þetta reddast’ is the philosophy they live by (Credit: Feifei Cui-Paoluzzo/Getty 

Images) 

For my husband and I, that meant trusting that everything would work out on our drive back to Reykjavik. If 

the ‘þetta reddast’ attitude could help Icelanders thrive on a barely inhabitable rock on the edge of the North 

Atlantic, surely the same optimism could see us through a few hundred kilometres of remote mountain passes 

in the unreliable van. 

So, just like those early settlers who set sail from Norway, we set out with little assurances but a lot of hope. 

Of course, we had one major advantage: we had mobile phones. 

 

 

those early settlers who set sail from Norway, we set out with little assurances but a lot of hope. Of course, we 

had one major advantage: we had mobile phones.  

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/nv/p068nvq7.jpg
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William James on Consciousness and the Four Features of Transcendent Experiences 

“Our normal waking consciousness… is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from 

it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different… No account of the 

universe in its totality can be final which leaves these other forms of consciousness quite disregarded.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Queer, in fact maddening, to think that ‘beauty’ in nature is for us alone: for the human eye alone. Without 

our consciousness it doesn’t exist,” Joyce Carol Oates wrote in her journal. “All of nature, all of the given 

‘world,’ is in fact a work of art. Only the human consciousness can register it.” Four decades earlier, Virginia 

Woolf had recorded the selfsame sentiment in what remains the most stunning passage from her own journal; 

four decades later, neuroscientist Christof Koch would echo the sentiment in the unsentimental chamber of 

science: “Without consciousness there is nothing… Consciousness is the central fact of your life.” 

Long before Koch and Oates and Woolf, the pioneering psychologist and philosopher William 

James (January 11, 1842–August 26, 1910) examined the mystery and complexity of consciousness in The 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/14/joyce-carol-oates-beauty-consciousness-wonder-journal/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/25/christof-koch-consciousness-qualia/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140390340/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140390340/braipick-20
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Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (public library | free ebook) — the 1902 

masterwork based on his Gifford Lectures, in which James explored science, spirituality, and the human 

search for meaning. 

William James 

James considers the central function of human consciousness — to make sense of reality through abstract 

concepts: 

The whole universe of concrete objects, as we know them, swims… in a wider and higher universe of abstract 

ideas, that lend it its significance. As time, space, and the ether soak through all things so (we feel) do abstract 

and essential goodness, beauty, strength, significance, justice, soak through all things good, strong, 

significant, and just. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140390340/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/varieties-of-religious-experience-a-study-in-human-nature-being-the-gifford-lectures-on-natural-religion-delivered-at-edinburgh-in-1901-1902/oclc/248818310&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0082Z598S/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/28/william-james-varieties-of-religious-experience/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/28/william-james-varieties-of-religious-experience/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140390340/braipick-20
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Such ideas, and others equally abstract, form the background for all our facts, the fountain-head of all the 

possibilities we conceive of. They give its “nature,” as we call it, to every special thing. Everything we know 

is “what” it is by sharing in the nature of one of these abstractions. We can never look directly at them, for 

they are bodiless and featureless and footless, but we grasp all other things by their means, and in handling the 

real world we should be stricken with helplessness in just so far forth as we might lose these mental objects, 

these adjectives and adverbs and predicates and heads of classification and conception. 

Three decades after Nietzsche lamented how our abstractions blind us to the actuality of life, James adds: 

This absolute determinability of our mind by abstractions is one of the cardinal facts in our human 

constitution. Polarizing and magnetizing us as they do, we turn towards them and from them, we seek them, 

hold them, hate them, bless them, just as if they were so many concrete beings. And beings they are, beings as 

real in the realm which they inhabit as the changing things of sense are in the realm of space. 

 

Illustration by Lisbeth Zwerger for a special edition of the fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/26/nietzsche-on-truth-and-lies-in-a-nonmoral-sense/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/20/best-brothers-grimm-illustrations/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/20/best-brothers-grimm-illustrations/
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One of Arthur Rackham’s revolutionary illustrations for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

A 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/01/arthur-rackham-alice-in-wonderland/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/01/arthur-rackham-alice-in-wonderland/
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nd yet our consciousness, James argues, is capable of states that radically disrupt its own neat model-universe 

of abstractions. He considers how these transcendent states discompose our constructed, concept-constricted 

experience of reality: 

Our normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but one special type of 

consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of 

consciousness entirely different. We may go through life without suspecting their existence; but apply the 

requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their completeness, definite types of mentality which 

probably somewhere have their field of application and adaptation. No account of the universe in its totality 

can be final which leaves these other forms of consciousness quite disregarded. How to regard them is the 

question — for they are so discontinuous with ordinary consciousness. Yet they may determine attitudes 

though they cannot furnish formulas, and open a region though they fail to give a map. At any rate, they 

forbid a premature closing of our accounts with reality. 

A quarter century before quantum mechanics founding father Niels Bohr formulated the principle 

of complementarity and its corollary that, in the words of the Nobel-winning physicist Frank Wilczek, “you 

can recognize a deep truth by the feature that its opposite is also a deep truth,” James offers the defining 

feature of these transcendent forms of consciousness: 

It is as if the opposites of the world, whose contradictoriness and conflict make all our difficulties and 

troubles, were melted into unity. Not only do they, as contrasted species, belong to one and the same genus, 

but one of the species, the nobler and better one, is itself the genus, and so soaks up and absorbs its opposite 

into itself. 

James had arrived at this conclusion not merely as a philosopher, but as an empiricist, using his own body-

mind as a laboratory for experiments with nitrous oxide — a favorite of the visionary chemist and inventor 

Humphry Davy’s, who christened the substance “laughing gas” for its pleasurable euphoric effects. The mild 

hallucinogenic properties of nitrous oxide gave James a glimpse of a whole other side of his own 

consciousness, which he used as a springboard into understanding so-called mystical, or transcendent, 

experiences — “a group of states of consciousness peculiar enough to deserve a special name and to call for 

careful study.” 

Governed by the conviction that “phenomena are best understood when placed within their series,” he 

morphologizes the four defining features of these experiences — the first two necessary and sufficient to 

qualify the transcendent state of consciousness as such, the remaining two subtler and not required, but often 

accompanying the experience: 

1. Ineffability. — The handiest of the marks by which I classify a state of mind as mystical is negative. 

The subject of it immediately says that it defies expression, that no adequate report of its contents 

can be given in words. It follows from this that its quality must be directly experienced; it cannot be 

imparted or transferred to others. In this peculiarity mystical states are more like states of feeling 

than like states of intellect. No one can make clear to another who has never had a certain feeling, in 

what the quality or worth of it consists. One must have musical ears to know the value of a 

symphony; one must have been in love one’s self to understand a lover’s state of mind. Lacking the 

heart or ear, we cannot interpret the musician or the lover justly, and are even likely to consider him 

weak-minded or absurd. The mystic finds that most of us accord to his experiences an equally 

incompetent treatment. 

2. Noetic quality. — Although so similar to states of feeling, mystical states seem to those who 

experience them to be also states of knowledge. They are states of insight into depths of truth 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/02/complementarity-frank-wilczek-a-beautiful-question/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/04/26/free-radicals-michael-brooks/
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unplumbed by the discursive intellect. They are illuminations, revelations, full of significance and 

importance, all inarticulate though they remain; and as a rule they carry with them a curious sense of 

authority for after-time. 

3. Transiency. — Mystical states cannot be sustained for long. Except in rare instances, half an hour, or 

at most an hour or two, seems to be the limit beyond which they fade into the light of common day. 

Often, when faded, their quality can but imperfectly be reproduced in memory; but when they recur 

it is recognized; and from one recurrence to another it is susceptible of continuous development in 

what is felt as inner richness and importance. 

4. Passivity. — Although the oncoming of mystical states may be facilitated by preliminary voluntary 

operations, as by fixing the attention, or going through certain bodily performances, or in other ways 

which manuals of mysticism prescribe; yet when the characteristic sort of consciousness once has set 

in, the mystic feels as if his own will were in abeyance, and indeed sometimes as if he were grasped 

and held by a superior power. This latter peculiarity connects mystical states with certain definite 

phenomena of secondary or alternative personality, such as prophetic speech, automatic writing, or 

the mediumistic trance. When these latter conditions are well pronounced, however, there may be no 

recollection whatever of the phenomenon, and it may have no significance for the subject’s usual 

inner life, to which, as it were, it makes a mere interruption. Mystical states, strictly so-called, are 

never merely interruptive. Some memory of their content always remains, and a profound sense of 

their importance. They modify the inner life of the subject between the times of their recurrence. 

Sharp divisions in this region are, however, difficult to make, and we find all sorts of gradations and 

mixtures. 

More than a century after its groundbreaking publication, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in 

Human Nature remains a fascinating read. Complement this particular portion with physicist Alan 

Lightman’s stirring account of one such secular, non-hallucinogenic transcendent experience in his encounter 

with a baby osprey and mathematician-turned-physician Israel Rosenfield’s pioneering anatomy of 

consciousness, then revisit Albert Camus on consciousness and the lacuna between truth and meaning. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/04/william-james-varieties-

consciousness/?mc_cid=6749078920&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140390340/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140390340/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/15/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-science-spirituality/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/17/the-strange-familiar-and-forgotten-israel-rosenfield/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/17/the-strange-familiar-and-forgotten-israel-rosenfield/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/26/albert-camus-myth-of-sisyphus-consciousness/
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Dead zones in the ocean  

 

Today's selection -- from The Ends of the World by Peter Brannen. Dead zones in the ocean: 

"Every summer in the Gulf of Mexico, an area of the ocean up to the size of New Jersey loses its oxygen and 

almost everything in it dies. For its part, New Jersey suffers its own seasonal anoxia, as does Lake Erie, which 

saw the arrival of a toxic algae bloom so large in 2014 that it shut down the drinking supply for the city of 

Toledo. In 2016 the coast of Florida was battered by waves of thick, sea-life-smothering algal muck; boat 

owners described it as having the consistency of guacamole. The same kinds of problems afflict the greatly 

impoverished Chesapeake Bay, which up until relatively recently was a biological paradise. The Chesapeake 

once boasted oyster reefs so extensive as to represent a navigational hazard to boats, as well as a menagerie of 

sea life that included 'dolphins, manatees, river otters, sea turtles, alligators, giant sturgeon, sharks and rays.' 

That roster might surprise modern pleasure boaters on the murky bay, where today one is about as likely to 

find a hippopotamus as a manatee. Farther afield, oxygen-poor waters beset the Baltic and East China Seas. 

This deadly phenomenon -- runaway algae growth robbing the seas of oxygen -- is called eutrophication. ... 

 

Red circles show the location and size of many dead zones. Black dots show dead zones of unknown 

size. 

"Eutrophication is caused by too much of a good thing -- an overdose of plant food. Today the Gulf of 

Mexico's problem starts in the heartland. When farmers in the endless rectangular patchwork of the Midwest 

and the Great Plains spread fertilizer rich in nitrogen and phosphorus on their crops, what isn't taken up by the 

plants is eventually washed into the Mississippi River. When the Mississippi empties into the ocean south of 

Louisiana, that accumulated Miracle-Gro spurs explosive algae growth in the open ocean. When the algae 

blooms die en masse, they sink and decompose, a process that uses up most of the oxygen in the water 

column. 
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"Without oxygen, everything else suffocates, and the result is massive fish kills that make themselves known 

to Gulf Coast beachgoers in yearly biblical tides of lifeless stingrays, flounder, shrimp, eels, and fish. 

Underwater, dead crabs, clams, and burrowing worms litter the seabed like the casualties of an invertebrate 

Battle of the Somme. ... These algae blooms and dead zones around the world are spreading, driven by 

development and the growth of industrial agriculture." 

 

 

author: Peter Brannen 

title: The Ends of the World: Volcanic Apocalypses, Lethal Oceans, and Our Quest to Understand 

Earth's Past Mass Extinctions 

publisher: HarperCollins 

date: Copyright 2017 by Peter Brannen 

pages: 76-78 

 

https://delanceyplace.com/ 
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Astonishing Origami by Robby Kraft 

LAURA STAUGAITIS 

 

Designed by Robby Kraft 

Brooklyn-based polymath Robby Kraft currently teaches coding to artists and designers 

at Parsons and the School for Poetic Computation, but his love for the connected worlds of art and 

math began at a young age; he started folding origami in elementary school. More recently, Kraft was 

introduced to the algorithmic aspects of origami. Around 2013, he began to learn more through Erik 

Demaine’s origami lectures at MIT, and Robert Lang’s books. In addition to folding increasingly 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/astonishing-origami-by-robby-kraft/
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/about/#laura
http://robbykraft.com/
https://www.newschool.edu/parsons/
http://sfpc.io/
http://erikdemaine.org/
http://erikdemaine.org/
http://www.langorigami.com/
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intricate works designed by others in the origami community, about two years ago Kraft started using 

algorithmic code to design new origami patterns. 

Kraft is also a classical musician, and describes the similarity between sheet music and origami: “the 

crease pattern and diagrams are instructions on a mathematically flat 2D manifold, impossible in the 

real world, so to fold an origami is to capture it into the real world and add imperfections.” Kraft is 

working on releasing the code he created to the public, and he shares with Colossal that in the future he 

hopes to publish a book on origami design. You can follow his work on Instagram and Twitter. 

 

Designed by Brian Chan 

https://www.instagram.com/gridpaper/
https://twitter.com/robbykraft?lang=en
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Designed by Jun Mitani 
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Design credits clockwise from top left: Bernie Peyton, Pham Dieu Huy, Beth Johnson, H.T. Quyet 
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Designed by Roman Diaz 
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Designed by Robby Kraft 
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Designed by Tom Hull 
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Designed by Yutaka Naito 
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Designed by Fumiaki Kawahata 

 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/astonishing-origami-by-robby-

kraft/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f  
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Is it really healthier to live in the countryside? 

We often think of cities as the least healthy places to live. But what does the research say? From 

mountaintop to metropolis, BBC Future analyses how our location affects wellbeing. 

 By Rachel Nuwer 

Whether you’re worried about pollution or stress, you may wonder if leaving your town or city for the 

countryside may boost not only your happiness, but your health. 

But evidence-based research that can help us identify the healthiest environments to live is surprisingly 

scant. As scientists begin to tease apart the links between well-being and the environment, they are 

finding that many nuances contribute to and detract from the benefits offered by a certain environment 

– whether it be a metropolis of millions or a deserted beach.  

“What we’re trying to do as a group of researchers around the world is not to promote these things 

willy-nilly, but to find pro and con evidence on how natural environments – and our increasing 

detachment from them – might be affecting health and well-being,” says Mathew White, an 

environmental psychologist at the University of Exeter Medical School.  

You might also like: 

• The hidden ways architecture affects how you feel 

• Is the world running out of space? 

• How your mindset determines your health  

White and other researchers are revealing that a seemingly countless number of factors determine how 

our surroundings influence us. These can include a person’s background and life circumstances, the 

quality and duration of exposure and the activities performed in it. 

Generally speaking, evidence suggests that green spaces are good for those of us who live in urban 

areas. Those who reside near parks or trees tend to enjoy lower levels of ambient air pollution, reduced 

manmade noise pollution and more cooling effects (something that will become increasingly useful as 

the planet warms). 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-43964341
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20170605-the-psychology-behind-your-citys-design
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20150901-is-the-world-running-out-of-space
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180410-how-your-mindset-determines-your-health
http://www.ecehh.org/research-projects/urban-green-space/
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The research shows that green spaces are good for urban dwellers, which should be welcome news to 

residents of Wellington, New Zealand (Credit: Getty Images) 

Natural spaces are conducive to physical and social activities – both of which are associated 

with myriad benefits of their own. 

Time in nature has been linked to reduced physical markers of stress. When we are out for a stroll or 

just sitting beneath the trees, our heart rate and blood pressure both tend to go down. We also release 

more natural ‘killer cells’: lymphocytes that roam throughout the body, hunting down cancerous and 

virus-infected cells. 

Researchers are still trying to determine why this is so, although they do have a number of hypotheses. 

“One predominate theory is that natural spaces act as a calming backdrop to the busy stimuli of the 

city,” says Amber Pearson, a health geographer at Michigan State University. “From an evolutionary 

perspective, we also associate natural things as key resources for survival, so we favour them.”  

This does not necessarily mean that urban denizens should all move to the countryside, however.  

City residents tend to suffer from more asthma, allergies and depression – but they also tend to be less 

obese, at a lower suicide risk and are less likely to get killed in an accident 

City residents tend to suffer from higher levels of asthma, allergies and depression. But they also tend 

to be less obese, at a lower risk of suicide and are less likely to get killed in an accident. They lead 

happier lives as seniors and live longer in general. (Read more about five of the world's healthiest cities). 

http://www.bbc.com/news/av/health-43061624/is-loneliness-affecting-your-health
http://www.bbc.com/news/av/health-34215673/exercise-makes-people-younger-in-later-life
http://www.bbc.com/news/health-38560616
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169204611003665
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23625129
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5110618/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19624573
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1748-0361.2012.00411.x
http://www.dailyyonder.com/booze-guns-and-rise-rural-suicides/2009/09/23/2358/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2013/07/130723081346.htm
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1748-0361.2011.00403.x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1448515/
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20131217-living-in-the-worlds-healthiest-cities
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rkdb.jpg
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City-dwellers live longer than their countryside counterparts and are happier as seniors (Credit: Getty 

Images) 

Although we tend to associate cities with pollution, crime and stress, living in rural locales may entail 

certain costs as well. Disease-carrying insectsand arachnids can detract from the health factor of that 

otherwise idyllic cabin in Maine, for example.   

In other cases, rural pollution poses a major threat. In India, air pollution contributed to the deaths of 

1.1 million citizens in 2015 – with rural residents rather than urban ones accounting for 75% of the 

victims. This is primarily because countryside dwellers are at greater risk of breathing air that is 

polluted by burning of agricultural fields, wood or cow dung (used for cooking fuel and heat). 

Indonesia’s slash and burn-style land clearing likewise causes a blanket of toxic haze that lasts for 

months and sometimes affects neighbouring countries, including Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand. 

Meanwhile, smoke pollution from fires lit in South America and southern Africa has been known to 

make its way around the entire southern hemisphere. (That said, the air in the southern hemisphere is 

generally cleaner than in the northern hemisphere – simply because there are fewer people living 

there). 

http://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-19673286/west-nile-virus-tackling-deadly-mosquito-virus-in-us
http://www.bbc.com/news/health-22468181
https://www.healtheffects.org/announcements/estimating-burden-disease-air-pollution-india
https://www.healtheffects.org/announcements/estimating-burden-disease-air-pollution-india
http://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/2094952/dry-season-coming-indonesia-readies-fight-forest-fires-singapore
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141104-is-anywhere-free-from-pollution
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141104-is-anywhere-free-from-pollution
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rkh3.jpg
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Because of practices like agricultural clearing, pollution can kill more people in the countryside than 

even in cities (Credit: Getty Images) 

It’s not just developing countries, either: wildfires in the western US are wreaking havoc on air quality, 

while pollution from fertilizers used on farms are detracting from air quality in Europe, Russia, China 

and the US. 

What about the idea of that pure mountain air? It’s true that black carbon aerosols and particulate 

matter pollution tends to be lower at higher altitudes. But trying to move above air pollution may cause 

other issues. 

While people who live in in places 2,500m or higher seem to have lower mortality from cardiovascular 

disease, stroke and some types of cancers, data indicate that they also seem to be at an elevated risk of 

death from chronic pulmonary disease and from lower respiratory tract infections. This is likely at 

least in part because cars and other vehicles operate less efficiently at higher altitudes, emitting greater 

amounts of hydrocarbons and carbon monoxide – which is made even more harmful by the increased 

solar radiation in such places. Living at a moderate altitude of 1,500 to 2,500 meters, therefore, may be 

the healthiest choice. 

https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2017/9/12/16295246/wildfires-air-quality-map
http://www.earth.columbia.edu/articles/view/3281
https://www.scidev.net/asia-pacific/pollution/news/air-pollution-decline-with-height.html
https://www.scidev.net/asia-pacific/pollution/news/air-pollution-decline-with-height.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4113517/
https://medlineplus.gov/copd.html
https://cfpub.epa.gov/ncea/risk/recordisplay.cfm?deid=47804
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rklr.jpg
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It’s not always true that the higher the altitude, the healthier the place (Credit: Getty Images) 

There is a strong argument to be made for living near the sea – or at least near some body of water 

On the other hand, there is a strong argument to be made for living near the sea – or at least near some 

body of water. Those in the UK who live closer to the ocean, for example, tend to have a better bill of 

health than those who live inland, taking into account their age and socioeconomic status. This is likely 

due to a variety of reasons, White says, including the fact that our evolution means we are attracted to 

the high levels of biodiversity found there (in the past, this would have been a helpful indicator of food 

sources) and that beaches offer opportunities for daily exercise and vitamin D. 

Then there are the psychological benefits. A 2016 study Pearson and her colleagues conducted in 

Wellington, New Zealand found that residents with ocean views had lower levels of psychological 

distress. For every 10% increase in how much blue space people could see, the researchers found a one-

third point reduction in the population’s average Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (used to predict 

anxiety and mood disorders), independent of socioeconomic status. Given that finding, Pearson says, 

“One might expect that a 20 to 30% increase in blue space visibility could shift someone from moderate 

distress into a lower category.” Pearson found similar results in a follow-up study conducted near the 

Great Lakes in the US (currently in review), as did White in an upcoming study of Hong Kong 

residents. 

https://bluehealth2020.eu/blog/why-bluespace/
https://www.webmd.com/food-recipes/features/vitamin-d-vital-role-in-your-health#1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26974233
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26974233
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rkps.jpg
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Researchers found that the more ‘blue space’ people saw in their everyday life, the less distress and 

anxiety they experienced (Credit: Getty Images) 

Not everyone can live on the coast, however. So Simon Bell, chair of landscape architecture at the 

Estonian University of Life Sciences and associate director of the OPENspace Centre at the University 

of Edinburgh, and his colleagues are testing whether restoring neglected bodies of water throughout 

Europe can help. They are interviewing residents before and after restoration, including at a rundown 

beach outside of Tallinn, Estonia and an industrial canal near a Soviet bloc-style apartment complex in 

Tartu, also Estonia, among other places in Spain, Portugal, Sweden and the UK. 

The team’s second analysis of nearly 200 recently redeveloped water sites will allow them to tease out 

how factors such as climate, weather, pollution levels, smells, seasonality, safety and security, 

accessibility and more, influence a given water body’s appeal. The ultimate goal, Bell says, is to find 

“what makes a great blue space.” Once the results are in, he and his colleagues will develop a quality 

assessment tool for those looking to most effectively restore urban canals, overgrown lakes, former 

docklands, rivers and other neglected blue spaces to make residents’ lives better. 

https://bluehealth2020.eu/projects/
https://bluehealth2020.eu/projects/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318243760_Smelling_therapeutic_landscapes_Embodied_encounters_within_spaces_of_care_farming
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rkqx.jpg
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How much we benefit from even a single visit to the coast depends on a variety of factors (Credit: Getty 

Images) 

Still, when it comes to wellbeing, researchers do not know how lakes compare to oceans or how rivers 

compare to seas. Nor have they compared how beaches in, say, Iceland measure up to those in Florida. 

What they do know is that complex factors including air and water quality, crowding, temperature and 

even high and low tides affect how something as seemingly simple as a visit to the beach can influence 

us. 

“There might be a million other important things besides weather and daylight that influence someone 

in Hawaii versus Finland,” White says.  

People who live in less regularly sunny places, like Vermont or Denmark, tend to have higher rates of skin 

cancer 

In terms of health, data also suggest that, counterintuitively, people who live in more intermittently 

rather than regularly sunny places – Vermont and Minnesota in the US, for example, and Denmark 

and France – tend to have higher rates of skin cancer, likely because sunscreen is not part of daily 

routines. (Read more about five countries where people live the longest). 

Just as some green and blue spaces may be more beneficial than others, researchers are also coming to 

realize that the environment’s influence on well-being is not evenly distributed. 

People living in lower socioeconomic conditions tend to derive more benefits from natural spaces than 

wealthy residents, White says. That’s likely because richer people enjoy other health-improving 

privileges, such as taking holidays and leading generally less stressful lives – a finding with important 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272494411000612
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272494411000612
https://www.cancercenter.com/discussions/blog/unhealthiest-states-for-skin-cancer-risk-may-surprise-you/
https://www.wcrf.org/int/cancer-facts-figures/data-cancer-frequency-country
https://www.wcrf.org/int/cancer-facts-figures/data-cancer-frequency-country
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20170807-living-in-places-where-people-live-the-longest
http://enlighten.lib.gla.ac.uk/4767/1/4767.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-rich-even-have-a-better-kind-of-stress-than-the-poor/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rkw1.jpg
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real-world implications. “Here in the UK, local authorities have a legal obligation to reduce health 

inequalities. So one way to do that is to improve the park system,” White says. “The poorest will benefit 

the most.” 

 

A clean, oceanside city like Sydney may be one of the best options (Credit: Getty Images) 

It’s also important to point out that simply moving to a relatively pristine coast or forest will not solve 

all of our problems. Other life circumstances – losing or gaining a job, marrying or divorcing – have a 

much greater impact on our health. As White puts it, no matter what environment you’re in, “It’s more 

important to have a house than to be homeless in a park.” 

Bell adds that proximity to nature actually tends to rank low on people’s lists of the most important 

factors for selecting a place to live, after things like safety, quietness and closeness to key locations like 

schools and work. But while the benefits of green and blue spaces should not be overplayed on an 

individual level, they are important for the scale at which they work. 

And even so, one takeaway seems obvious: those living in a clean, oceanside city with ready access to 

nature – think Sydney or Wellington – may have struck the jackpot in terms of the healthiest places to 

live. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180531-where-are-the-worlds-healthiest-places-to-live  

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/68/rk/p068rkzk.jpg
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Augmented reality and autism 

José Ramón Alonso June 11, 2018 

 

The most effective interventions in people with autism are based on a personal work by specialized 

professionals and these therapies, when well designed and well done, achieve a constant improvement in 

different areas such as social communication, the presence of stereotypes and other atypical behaviors 

characteristic of autism. However, person-to-person therapies are by their very nature limited in their duration 

and frequency and it is interesting to explore what else we can do and what other tools can be helpful. That is 

where new technologies can enter, with some novel possibilities. In addition, computer technologies can give 

us feedback and provide us with quantitative data on symptomatology, the severity of the condition or the 

evolution of the participant based on the therapies and education received. 

Children with ASD seem to be especially receptive to interventions with digital devices 1. They have a clear 

preference for electronic media, game-like elements and programs or computer-generated speech. The rapid 

development of innovative technologies and the low cost of sensors can help to provide new tools and new 

paradigms for the understanding of social communication. These data can help to better identify the levels of 

each child and to select the therapies that are being most effective with him. 

Among the aspects that have been seen to improve in people with ASD after using digital systems are social 

and emotional skills, recognition of facial expression, adaptive behaviors, academic skills, communication 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/jralonso/
https://mappingignorance.org/2018/06/11/augmented-reality-and-autism/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-5367-1
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skills, vocational and pre-employment training and the control of inappropriate behaviors. Training social 

interaction allows one of the most commented situations by parents and teachers, the feeling of disconnection 

of the child during a conversation. This impression is most likely due to deficits in social communication 

manifested in low social and emotional reciprocity, a little use of non-verbal communication and difficulties 

in initiating, developing, maintaining and understanding social relationships. 

An interdisciplinary group of Brain Power, MIT and Harvard Medical School have carried out a study on the 

Brain Power System. It is a system of augmented reality glasses that allows using different gamified 

applications – that is, they are used as if they were games – and that takes advantage of the power of artificial 

intelligence. 

The BPS is a combination of hardware and software that can be applied to different types of virtual reality 

glasses. It includes a series of applications-games and has sensors that capture in real time movement data, 

physiology, the operation of the app, video and audio. The analysis of the gyroscope data and the 

accelerometers allow following the direction of the user’s head and movements. The presence of a small 

screen and a small speaker provide visual and auditory information to the user. 

People with ASD spend less time looking at the faces of others and can do so in an atypical way, for example, 

focusing less on the eyes and mouth. There are two theories: that it is a process of aversion or indifference. 

The aversion of the gaze explains that the person with ASD avoids eye contact because they experience it as 

threatening, causing anxiety or generating overstimulation. The indifference of the gaze is based on the fact 

that the reduction of visual contact in ASD is a passive phenomenon where the eyes of others are not seen as 

something relevant or a stimulus that engages. It is possible that the situation is varied in different individuals. 

The applications serve to train important aspects in the daily life of people with ASD such as the recognition 

of emotions, the direct gaze to the face, the eye contact and the self-regulation of the behavior. Addressing 

deficits in the processing of other people’s face information is important because it is often the key to the 

transmission of social information, such as emotions, expressions, gaze direction and others. 

The authors published a pilot study 2 with two cases of children diagnosed with ASD of 8 and 9 years. The 

intervention was well tolerated by the children and they described it as fun and engaging. Both quickly 

learned to use the system and there were no technical problems. This system also helps children and adults 

with ASD learn on their own skills for daily life that help them on the way to self-sufficiency. Their therapists 

reported that throughout the intervention they improved in nonverbal communication, eye contact and social 

interaction. One day after the intervention, an evaluation of the children was made using the “aberrant 

behavior checklist” and improvements were detected in irritability, lethargy, stereotypies, hyperactivity and 

inappropriate language control. 

 

One of the apps is called Face Game. It uses vision algorithms and detects human faces in the user’s field of 

vision. Above them, it superimposes a kind of animated cartoon that attracts the boy’s attention. When he 

stares at it, the cartoon gradually fades, revealing the human face below. At that time, the program rewards 

the user with points. While keeping his eyes fixed on the interlocutor, the points increase until they slow 

down and stop. This prevents the gaze from becoming uncomfortable. The program gives more points if you 

look directly into the eyes and the program can be customized in both the difficulty and the reward.  

https://mappingignorance.org/2018/06/11/augmented-reality-and-autism/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-5367-2
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Another program is Emotion Game. A limited understanding of the emotions implies a non-flexible behavior 

and problems of adaptation. The game seeks to assess and identify different emotions and reinforce the 

identification of human facial expressions trained by therapists. The system presents two emoticons to choose 

the one that most resembles the emotional expression presented by the interlocutor. The user chooses one or 

the other with a slight tilt of the head and receives points if successful. 

The current diagnoses rarely have a quantitative follow-up and the digital tools could help to avoid this 

problem. Through the so-called machine learning, we can take advantage of this data to identify the best 

educational and therapeutic strategy for each individual user. Even so, it must be remembered that the study 

has only been done in two children and that the population with ASD is very demographically and clinically 

heterogeneous. Another caution is that it will also have to be tested on girls or on women because there are 

differences according to sex in social communication, memory and cognitive flexibility 3 and this may affect 

the results. 
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Gobblebook 

Rosemary Hill 

 BUYIn Byron’s Wake: The Turbulent Lives of Lord Byron’s Wife and Daughter by Miranda 

Seymour 

Simon and Schuster, 560 pp, £25.00, March, ISBN 978 1 4711 3857 7 

 BUYAda Lovelace: The Making of a Computer Scientist by Christopher Hollings, Ursula 

Martin and Adrian Rice 

Bodleian, 128 pp, £20.00, April, ISBN 978 1 85124 488 1 

A marriage that makes a good end to a comedy will often make as good a beginning to a tragedy. If any 

couple bore out that maxim it was Annabella Milbanke and George Gordon Byron. The ‘happy’ 

chapter lasted barely 24 hours, the ‘ever after’ is with us still. Even the clergyman who performed the 

service was soon disillusioned. The Rev. Thomas Noel had been promised some ‘substantial’ token of 

the groom’s appreciation. He received instead one of the rings of which Byron kept a plentiful supply to 

distribute to admirers. Noel was used to disappointment. An illegitimate cousin of Annabella, he knew 

full well that the vast fortune of his father, Viscount Wentworth, would not come to him but would 

pass, in due course, to her. Noel’s bad luck was the good luck on which Byron was counting to pay his 

debts. Money, inherited wealth and the time many people consequently spent waiting for other people 

to die, are recurring themes in Miranda Seymour’s deft and compelling account of the whole horrible 

saga. 

Anne Isabella, as she was christened, was the late and much loved only child of ageing parents who 

doted on her. Sir Ralph and Lady Milbanke were justified in admiring their daughter’s intelligence and 

high spirits, if less sensible in giving in to them. In due course she was brought from the family home in 

County Durham to be launched in London. From Seaham Hall, a solid neoclassical house which she 

always loved, with its views across the terraced gardens to the sea, Annabella was catapulted into 

Regency London, and a milieu of high taste and low morals. She enjoyed herself thoroughly at dances 

and parties, aware that her status as an heiress gave her considerable cachet. But all was not quite as it 

seemed. The Milbankes were short of money and at 65 Lord Wentworth was in discouragingly robust 

health. Apart from land, which they didn’t wish to sell, Annabella was her parents’ greatest asset and 

she proved a stubbornly illiquid one. At least half a dozen suitors were turned away or turned into 

friends. Annabella was enjoying her independence and, Seymour suggests, comparing the contented 

lives of her older women friends, a striking number of whom remained unmarried, with the scandal 

and intrigue in which the marriages in her circle were entrammelled, most especially those of her aunt, 

the ‘unblushingly scandalous’ Lady Melbourne, and her permanently overwrought daughter-in-law, 

Caroline Lamb, who made no secret of her relations with Byron. 

Annabella was too clever and too easily bored to settle for a man like George Eden, whose enthusiastic 

suit was pressed by his parents and hers: he was too nearly a paragon. Deeply impressed by Pride and 

Prejudice, Annabella wanted a project, and in Byron she saw a man whom she might save from his own 

flaws. If Byron was no Darcy, Annabella was no Elizabeth Bennet. In their courtship she was more of a 

Catherine Morland, naively in thrall to a fictional worldview and unable to see beyond it. If there was a 

literary parallel for the tortuous manipulations that surrounded the marriage it was Les Liaisons 

dangereuses. Having refused Byron once and attempted to turn him into another of her male friends, 

Annabella changed her mind. She had invented an imaginary alternative suitor and so now had to un-

invent him in a series of convoluted letters as she became more set on marrying Byron, who remained 

at best ambivalent. Lady Melbourne, much deeper in his confidence than Annabella, was in favour of 

https://www.londonreviewbookshop.co.uk/on-our-shelves/book/9781471138577/in-byrons-wake?utm_source=LRB&utm_medium=BNbutton&utm_campaign=BuyNow
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Seymour,+Miranda
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Seymour,+Miranda
https://www.londonreviewbookshop.co.uk/on-our-shelves/book/9781851244881/ada-lovelace-the-making-of-a-computer-scientist?utm_source=LRB&utm_medium=BNbutton&utm_campaign=BuyNow
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Hollings,+Christopher
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Martin,+Ursula
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Martin,+Ursula
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Rice,+Adrian
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any marriage that would get him away from her daughter-in-law. Since his initial proposal, however, 

Byron’s financial difficulties had eased, and fatally, he had been reunited and fallen in love with his 

married half-sister, Augusta Leigh. They now had a daughter, Medora, born in 1814. Augusta wanted 

Byron to marry so that her relations with him would have a respectable front. Annabella wanted to 

reform him. His friend John Cam Hobhouse made strenuous efforts to stop the whole thing, while the 

Milbankes merely wanted their daughter settled. Thus the company assembled for the muted wedding 

ceremony at Seaham Hall on 2 January 1815 came with incompatible hopes and expectations. 

Hobhouse wrote that after the ceremony he felt ‘as if I had buried a friend’. 

 

Ada Byron c.1835 

Exactly what happened in the 12 months before Annabella left Byron, taking with her their baby 

daughter, Ada, is impossible now to know. For the biographer all the usual complications of hindsight 

are magnified by the protagonists, who at once set about reconstructing events in more or less self-
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serving ways. Caroline Lamb put the Byrons into Glenarvon, the sort of bad Gothic novel from which 

they seemed at times to have emerged. Byron satirised Annabella in Don Juan, while she herself told 

and retold the story over the four and a half decades between the end of her marriage and her death in 

1860. Seymour’s view is that Annabella told the truth, but not the whole truth, being understandably 

inclined ‘to focus an obliging memory upon those truths that would most help to make her legal case 

for separation’. Whatever she told her lawyer, Stephen Lushington, it had a galvanising effect. From 

that point, he recalled, ‘I considered a reconciliation impossible.’ Whether it was the incest, the 

sodomy, adultery, drugs or Byron’s episodes of apparent near psychosis, it shook Lushington to the 

core. The more extreme possibilities were left out of the deed of separation once Byron had agreed to it, 

but the whiff of scandal clung to Annabella and Ada. The late Georgians invented the cult of celebrity 

and Byron was its first and finest creation. His wife and daughter could not escape fame, they could 

hope only to avoid notoriety. Annabella’s attempts to preserve her reputation and other people’s 

attempts to salvage Byron’s have left a pall of smoke from burning letters and diaries, further 

obscuring the facts that remain. Seymour carries off a delicate balancing act, combining the historian’s 

proper caution with acute judgments and a dashing narrative pace. 

The agonising negotiations over the separation saw Annabella, though more than once tempted to 

return to her husband, turn rapidly from the naive reader of novels into the shrewd and forceful 

woman who, Seymour suggests, might in another century ‘have become the model director of a bank’. 

By now ‘Annabella understood her husband better than he did her,’ for Byron was, wrongly, convinced 

that she was being controlled by her parents. He also misjudged the public mood. After the separation 

he went into self-imposed exile in 1816. His verses on the occasion, Fare Thee Well, cast him as a tragic 

hero, ‘Torn from every nearer tie/Seared in heart, and lone, and blighted’. The poem was reproduced 

as a broadsheet under a caricature by George Cruickshank showing Byron waving his handkerchief 

towards Annabella and Ada from a boat full of hock and prostitutes. After his departure, Annabella lay 

low. She was not well off, despite Lord Wentworth having finally died, for his fortune went first to his 

sister, Annabella’s mother. This had always been the understanding, and the fact that Byron had not 

grasped it and was severely disappointed at the delay to his wife’s inheritance was yet another blow to 

the fragile marriage. It took three more deaths, her mother’s in 1822, Byron’s in 1824 and her father’s 

a year later, to free Annabella completely to become the formidable Lady Noel Byron. By then her 

husband’s reputation had revived. His death at Missolonghi on his way to fight for Greece had made 

him a hero again and, on the whole, he continued to be one. As its afterlife grew ever longer in 

proportion to the marriage itself, his widow continued to recast events with the aid of ‘memory’s broad 

and idealising brush’ until this became the ‘occupation and obsession’ of her life. 

Annabella was a generous philanthropist and a highly competent, if less generous, manager of the 

family fortune, keeping the purse strings, and hence her various dependents, close. She was also an 

effective and tireless campaigner for education reform, but reform is ‘seldom a glamorous subject’, as 

Seymour admits, and from the moment Ada Byron becomes audible she dominates the narrative. Ada 

made herself heard at an early age. Writing to a younger cousin, assuring him of her affection, she 

continued: ‘No more about this at present for should your death take you from me though I do not feel 

it much now I should when it happened.’ She was seven. She had already coined the word ‘gobblebook’ 

to describe her feverish reading. At 11, while experimenting with various kinds of paper wings, she 

informed her mother that she would ‘bring the art of flying’ to such a pitch that ‘I think of writing a 

book of Flyology illustrated with plates.’ Augustus de Morgan, the ‘witty, intelligent and empathetic’ 

mathematician who took on the task of tutoring Ada’s equally brilliant but often unruly mind, found 

that she evinced an intelligence ‘utterly out of the common way for … man, or woman’. Her energy and 
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charm, encouraged by her mother, enabled her to study mathematics at the highest level and engage 

with the best scientific minds of her generation, Mary Somerville, Michael Faraday, William Whewell 

and Charles Babbage among them. 

The passion for numbers and experiments was inherited from Annabella, who was christened by Byron 

on one of their happier days ‘Princess of Parallelograms’, but in Ada it was shot through with her 

father’s imaginative genius, which came out in bad poetry and inspired science. She has been at times 

disparaged as an intellectual butterfly, her discoveries largely due to luck. She was undoubtedly given 

to abrupt changes of enthusiasm. Typically, while in the grip of a mania for the harp, she absent-

mindedly ordered three at once. But her achievements were not serendipitous. If an intelligence so ‘out 

of the common way’ in its combination of impulse and insight could be compared with another it might 

be that of John Aubrey, the 17th-century antiquary, who was also often written off as credulous or 

whimsical. Aubrey discovered the stone circle at Avebury, invented archaeology, architectural history, 

modern biography and oral history, but left an archive so vast and chaotic it took centuries for his 

genius to be appreciated. In Ada’s case it took less than a hundred years. It was in the 1930s, when 

Alan Turing drew attention to the originality of her work, that Ada got her due, up to a point. In 

hailing her as ‘the first computer programmer’, posterity makes a claim that is not so much 

exaggerated as anachronistic. In their brief, well-illustrated and lucid account of her career, Hollings, 

Martin and Rice all firmly distance themselves from any aspirations to ‘relevance’ as might be implied 

by the book’s presentation, while Seymour, who gives a less detailed account of the mathematics, offers 

an illuminating view of the context. 

* 

Hindsight, which complicates the biographer’s task, can make the history of science appear all too 

simple. Peaks of discovery rise above the wasteland of crackpot theories, failed experiments and false 

premises. But the teleological account of winners and losers distorts the reality of scientific research at 

ground level. Newton believed as fully in numerology as in gravity. Ada and her mother, who pursued 

their shared scientific interests together, made strenuous efforts to help Babbage raise funds to build 

his Analytical Engine, the ‘thinkingmachine’, as Ada called it. To this end she translated from French 

Luigi Menabrea’s description of it, adding appendices of her own which constituted 41 of the final 66 

pages. Of these it was the last, ‘Note G’, which explains Bernoulli numbers and how they would 

function in the engine’s calculations, that contained the ‘extraordinary accomplishment’ on which her 

reputation rests. But Ada and her mother, like many of their thoughtful contemporaries, also took 

phrenology seriously as a form of diagnostic science. They were interested in mesmerism, though Ada 

later rejected it, and at the same time as they were nominated among the earliest members of the 

British Meteorological Society, they were visiting William Rutter to watch his experiments with 

rotating balls of wax. These appeared to behave differently in the hands of men and women, a 

phenomenon that Rutter linked to accounts of spirit rapping and levitation. His theory was based on 

the effects of electromagnetism rather than the supernatural, but at the outer limits of knowledge it was 

not easy always to see the difference. 

Ada lived through the period when ‘natural philosophy’ was becoming ‘science’, and it was her friend 

William Whewell who coined the word ‘scientist’. She was a product, a child, all but literally, of the 

brief moment when it was possible to talk of Romantic science, in which the most famous episode is the 

house party gathered around Ada’s father at the Villa Diodati near Lake Geneva in 1816. Byron, the 

Shelleys, Claire Clairmont and Byron’s physician, John Polidori, spent the ‘wet ungenial’ summer 

inventing stories. Mary Shelley’s became her novel, Frankenstein, a retelling of the myth of Pygmalion 
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in which the artificial creation of life moves for the first time from the artist’s studio to the scientist’s 

laboratory, never to return. The Enlightenment experimented with clockwork, trying to reproduce 

digestion, speech and thought in increasingly complicated pieces of craftsmanship. Now, quite 

suddenly, that moment had passed and Ada personified the change. When she visited Babbage for the 

first time he assumed that a young woman would like to see his ‘silver lady’, a glamorous automaton 

who balanced a mechanical bird on her fingers. Ada walked straight past it to look at the steam-driven 

calculating machine. Seymour, who has written a life of Mary Shelley, has tried to find proof that she 

and Ada met. It seems likely that they did, though no firm evidence has emerged. More important, 

however, is the undeniable line of intellectual descent from the author of Frankenstein to the self-

described ‘bride of science’ and her collaboration with Babbage, the ‘logarithmetical Frankenstein’ of 

the London Literary Gazette. 

Yet despite her mathematical achievements and the desire to become ‘a 

completely professional person’, respected by her scientific peers, Ada was fated to be known in her 

lifetime chiefly as Byron’s daughter, with all the attendant risks. At 19 she realised her mother’s worst 

fears when it transpired that Ada’s interest in Annabella’s charitable allotment scheme in Ealing was 

largely due to the availability of a garden shed in which to meet William Turner, who was supposed to 

be teaching her shorthand, but with whom she attempted to elope. After this the quest for a respectable 

husband became urgent. It settled on William King, later earl of Lovelace. The marriage was based on 

real affection and was a considerable success for some time, although the bride of science made no 

secret of the fact that she found children, including her own, boring. ‘The less I have habitually to do 

with [them] the better for them & me.’ As usual, ‘before the marriage came the settlements’ and King, 

whose own fortune was ‘sufficient though not ample’ in Annabella’s opinion, found himself, like Byron 

before him, entertaining hopes of inheritance which depended, in this case, on his mother-in-law’s 

death. Yet despite her apparently fragile health Annabella kept a firm hold on life and also on Ada by 

means of a modest allowance of £300 a year. Meanwhile beyond the fairly harmonious family circle lay 

the minefield of Byron’s legacy. His half-sister, Augusta, their daughter, Medora, and Byron’s last love, 

the heavily veiled Countess Teresa Guiccioli, lurked like the Fates. 

Augusta, with whom Annabella made considerable efforts to stay on good terms, seems fully to have 

deserved her sister-in-law’s diagnosis of ‘moral idiocy’. Despite the need to keep up a respectable front 

in her marriage to the virtual cypher that was George Leigh, she cheerfully announced in 1828 that her 

son-in-law, Henry Trevanion, had got £300 from a publisher for a collection of Byron’s letters. Exactly 

how much would have been revealed by this correspondence about her relationship with her brother or 

about Medora’s true parentage is not clear because Annabella joined forces with Hobhouse to stop it, 

whereupon Augusta pronounced herself ‘very hurt’ and asked for money. When, after a further 

wrangle over a new trustee for Byron’s estate, Augusta wrote to ‘forgive freely, all and everything that 

has antagonised and I may say almost destroyed me’ it was the last straw. The breach with Annabella 

lasted a decade, during which time a mare’s nest of entanglements among Augusta’s daughters and the 

lecherous Trevanion, unwanted pregnancies and more demands for money culminated in Georgiana 

Leigh telling Medora that they were only half-sisters and that she was Byron’s daughter. The 

gunpowder trail thus lit in the mind of this ‘outrageously charming’ but incurably mendacious young 

woman, the mother of three illegitimate children with one of whom she was now living in France to 

avoid more scandal, blew up in 1840. Medora let news reach Annabella that she was dying, which she 

wasn’t, and, having been rescued and set up at considerable expense under an assumed name in the 

Place Vendôme, she went on to unfold an incredible tale, which was nevertheless believed by Annabella 

and even her more sensible friends, about her mother more or less selling her into prostitution. For 
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Ada, so long used to the advantages and dangers of her position as Byron’s only child, the eruption of 

this harpy of a half-sister was deeply disturbing. Medora for her part was envious of Ada, and in 1842 

she created a scene, the violence of which Annabella admitted she had never seen or heard, even from 

Byron himself. Yet still, with a touching sense of obligation to the human wreckage of Byron’s career, 

she did not break off all relations. 

Ada meanwhile, to her mother’s discomfiture, began to take an interest in her father on her own 

account. Inevitably, her version of him was at odds with her mother’s ‘increasingly distorted view’. A 

visit to the Byrons’ ancestral seat, Newstead Abbey, last resting place of ‘all my wicked forefathers’, 

made Ada resolve to be buried there herself and this re-engagement coincided with, or perhaps 

precipitated, the emergence in her of one of the most unfortunate Byron family traits, gambling. The 

last and worst of Ada’s inventions was a system for betting on horses, which failed, but not before the 

Lovelace diamonds had been pawned, twice.  

By this time Ada was seriously ill. Her health had been undermined by some undiagnosed condition in 

childhood, after which a cervical ulcer had been followed by uterine cancer. In constant pain, she 

nevertheless tried to use her illness as a subject for research. ‘I walk about … in a molecular 

laboratory,’ she wrote and began to wonder if there might be some parallel between Babbage’s engine 

and the workings of the human nervous system. By now her marriage was collapsing, and her son, the 

‘small and stubborn’ Viscount Ockham, was happier at sea or in hiding than with his family. ‘Life is so 

difficult,’ Ada wrote with poignant understatement. She died, by agonising degrees, in 1852, aged 36. 

There followed another holocaust of papers. Annabella survived her until 1860, by which time she was 

widely respected both for her philanthropy and her heroic forbearance in never speaking publicly 

about her marriage or its scandalous aftermath. Her reputation, however, had a life of its own in which 

it continued to suffer vacillating fortunes. 

The scandals of the Romantic age appeared more, or rather differently, scandalous to the Victorians: 

‘What a set! What a world!’ Matthew Arnold’s verdict spoke for his generation’s high-minded disdain 

for their parents and the Vanity Fair of the Regency. Elizabeth Barrett Browning said that she would 

not wish even to touch Annabella’s hand, as if degeneracy were contagious. Prim young Florence 

Nightingale, who knew and liked Annabella, apparently felt the same.  

Horrified that Ada should have been buried at Newstead, she ‘thought of the words “conceived in sin” 

and what an account that man, her father, has to render … and wondered they should like to bring her 

near him in her death’. Annabella’s last bid for dignified silence had been to instruct her trustees that 

her correspondence was to be sealed for thirty years. This backfired in several directions. Harriet 

Martineau, who was first off the mark with an affectionate biography, had little to buttress her account 

of the infamous marriage. Then, eight years later, Teresa Guiccioli, now settled in Paris as the widowed 

Marquise de Boissy, stepped out of the shadows, like a character from a melodrama, poignard in hand. 

Her Lord Byron jugé par les témoins de sa vie cast her as Byron’s chaste Beatrice and Annabella as the 

cold-hearted, spoiled wife who was happy, by her silence, to incriminate Byron and Augusta. An 

enthusiastic review in Blackwood’s magazine played up the Grand Guignol, accusing Lady Byron of 

generating ‘a poisonous miasma in which she enveloped the character of her husband … O God forgive 

her.’ It caused a sensation. Still more of a catastrophe was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s ‘True Story’, 

published in the Atlantic Monthly. Stowe ‘unburdened by the facts’ got her chronology wrong in such a 

way as to imply that Annabella was already married to Byron at the time of his affair with Augusta and 

the birth of Medora, making her complicit in the incestuous liaison. The reaction nearly sank 

the Atlantic; fifteen thousand readers cancelled their subscriptions. Soon other journals were coming 
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out in defence of the ‘retired, gentle, pure’ Augusta Leigh, while one Charles Larkin did a brisk trade 

in tickets for his lecture in Newcastle on ‘The Byron Scandal’. 

By this time the recalcitrant Viscount Ockham, Byron King-Noel, was dead. He died in a cottage 

hospital in Wimbledon at the age of 26 and has no known grave. His brother, Ralph, and sister, Anne, 

were left to face the storm of newspaper stories, most of them exaggerated and many invented. They 

felt as ‘though they had been driven out into a storm, stark naked’. Ralph spent the rest of his life 

writing Astarte, or A Fragment of the Truth, a voluminous account which remains ‘a cobwebbed 

treasure trove for Byron scholars’ but not enough to vindicate Annabella. Only in the present century 

have she and Ada had their due from Julia Markus, and now from Seymour, most handsomely. 

 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/rosemary-hill/gobblebook  
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Why We Fall in Love: The Paradoxical Psychology of Romance and Why Frustration Is Necessary for 

Satisfaction 

“All love stories are frustration stories… To fall in love is to be reminded of a frustration that you 

didn’t know you had.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Adrienne Rich, in contemplating how love refines our truths, wrote: “An honorable human 

relationship — that is, one in which two people have the right to use the word ‘love’ — is a process, 

delicate, violent, often terrifying to both persons involved, a process of refining the truths they can tell 

each other.” But among the dualities that lend love both its electricity and its exasperation — the 

interplay of thrill and terror, desire and disappointment, longing and anticipatory loss — is also the 

fact that our pathway to this mutually refining truth must pass through a necessary fiction: We fall in 

love not just with a person wholly external to us but with a fantasy of how that person can fill what is 

missing from our interior lives. 

Psychoanalyst Adam Phillips addresses this central paradox with uncommon clarity and elegance 

in Missing Out: In Praise of the Unlived Life (public library). 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/07/02/adrienne-rich-honorable-human-relationship/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250043514/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/missing-out-in-praise-of-the-unlived-life/oclc/795174368&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250043514/braipick-20
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Illustration from An ABZ of Love, Kurt Vonnegut’s favorite vintage Danish guide to sexuality 

Phillips writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/12/05/an-abz-of-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/12/05/an-abz-of-love/
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All love stories are frustration stories… To fall in love is to be reminded of a frustration that you didn’t 

know you had (of one’s formative frustrations, and of one’s attempted self-cures for them); you wanted 

someone, you felt deprived of something, and then it seems to be there. And what is renewed in that 

experience is an intensity of frustration, and an intensity of satisfaction. It is as if, oddly, you were 

waiting for someone but you didn’t know who they were until they arrived. Whether or not you were 

aware that there was something missing in your life, you will be when you meet the person you want. 

What psychoanalysis will add to this love story is that the person you fall in love with really is the man 

or woman of your dreams; that you have dreamed them up before you met them; not out of nothing — 

nothing comes of nothing — but out of prior experience, both real and wished for. You recognize them 

with such certainty because you already, in a certain sense, know them; and because you have quite 

literally been expecting them, you feel as though you have known them for ever, and yet, at the same 

time, they are quite foreign to you. They are familiar foreign bodies. 

 

Art from The Missing Piece Meets the Big O, Shel Silverstein’s allegory of falling in love 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/12/the-missing-piece-meets-the-big-o-shel-silverstein/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/12/the-missing-piece-meets-the-big-o-shel-silverstein/
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This duality of the familiar and the foreign is mirrored in the osmotic relationship between presence 

and absence, with which every infatuated lover is intimately acquainted — that parallel intensity of 

longing for our lover’s presence and anguishing in her absence. Phillips writes: 

However much you have been wanting and hoping and dreaming of meeting the person of your 

dreams, it is only when you meet them that you will start missing them. It seems that the presence of an 

object is required to make its absence felt (or to make the absence of something felt). A kind of longing 

may have preceded their arrival, but you have to meet in order to feel the full force of your frustration 

in their absence. 

[…] 

Falling in love, finding your passion, are attempts to locate, to picture, to represent what you 

unconsciously feel frustrated about, and by. 

Missing Out, previously discussed here, is a magnificent read in its totality. Complement this particular 

portion with Stendhal on the seven stages of romance, Susan Sontag on the messiness of love, and the 

great Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hahn on how to love, then revisit Phillips on balance, the essential 

capacity for “fertile solitude,” and how kindness became our guilty pleasure. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/05/adam-phillips-missing-out-frustration-

love/?mc_cid=6749078920&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250043514/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/17/missing-out-adam-phillips/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/11/29/stendhal-on-love-crystallization/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/08/03/susan-sontag-on-love/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/31/how-to-love-thich-nhat-hanh/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/06/08/adam-phillips-on-balance/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/18/adam-phillips-on-risk-and-solitude/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/18/adam-phillips-on-risk-and-solitude/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/13/on-kindness-adam-phillips-barbara-taylor/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/05/adam-phillips-missing-out-frustration-love/?mc_cid=6749078920&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/05/adam-phillips-missing-out-frustration-love/?mc_cid=6749078920&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Danse Macabre 

Andrew Katzenstein 

Lament from Epirus: An Odyssey into Europe’s Oldest Surviving Folk Music  

by Christopher C. King 

Norton, 304 pp., $29.95 

Kitsos Harisiadis: Lament in a Deep Style, 1929–1931 

an album produced by Christopher King with Vassilis Georganos 

Third Man Records, $15.00 

While You Live, Shine 

a documentary film directed by Paul Duane 

Nikos Economopoulos/Magnum Photos 

Musicians and dancers at a festival in Ganadio, a village in the region of Epirus in northwestern 

Greece, 2000 

In 2009, the American record collector and audio engineer Christopher King bought a stack of 78 rpm 

discs while on vacation in Istanbul. A self-described obsessive for whom “the rare musk of shellac” is 

http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/andrew-katzenstein/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393248992?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393248992
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/katzenstein_1-062818.jpg
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“the second most arousing smell in the world,” he waited impatiently to play his purchases. Their 

contents were mysterious: the labels were written in Greek, and King knew enough of the language to 

realize that they “made no linguistic sense.” He returned home ten days later. “Decades of listening to 

unvarnished prewar music—Delta blues by Charlie Patton and fiddle records by the Carter Brothers 

and Son,” he writes in Lament from Epirus, had not prepared him for what he heard when he dropped 

the needle: 

Insistent droning voices and instruments merged, clashing against each other. One vocal threaded its 

way between instruments while another voice mirrored the lead singer an octave below. The music 

reached a crescendo, crashed, and repeated…it sounded like a massive coffee can of angry bees had 

been shaken and released in front of me. 

The music deeply affected King. He felt as if he “had been taken apart and rearranged,” but the 

sensation was “pleasurable—a necessary catharsis.” It was love at first listen. 

King learned that the records were made in the 1920s and 1930s by musicians from Epirus, an area 

straddling northwestern Greece and southern Albania. Eager for more, he contacted Elias and Vasilis 

Barounis, Athenian brothers who owned an impressive collection of Greek folk 78s and sparingly sold 

some to him for a few hundred dollars apiece. After Vasilis died in 2011, Elias sold their entire archive 

of Epirotic recordings to King—“something unprecedented among record collectors”—giving him the 

“staggering responsibility as a caretaker of this region’s ancient musical legacy on the 78 rpm disc.” 

Elias couldn’t have chosen a more loving or passionate custodian. Born and raised in Virginia, King 

has remastered thousands of songs from their original 78s, including works of Delta blues, Cajun, 

gospel, and Sacred Harp music. His unorthodox methods for capturing sound from these old records 

yield brilliant results. The music critic Amanda Petrusich observed that in King’s home studio, 

the turntable…was littered with oddly sized bits—matchsticks, tongue depressors, little plastic ice-

cream spoons—that he used to weigh down the tone arm based on assumptions he’d made or things 

he’d learned regarding certain studios or recording sessions. He accommodated for factors like 

ambient humidity, or a tilt in the floorboards, or a distraction on the part of the original engineer.1 

Over the past seven years, King has released six albums—nearly ten hours—of songs from his 

collection of rural Greek and southern Albanian 78s. In Lament from Epirus, he recounts his odyssey, 

as he calls it, into the region’s music, its history, and the secrets he thinks it contains. King believes that 

he has found in Epirotic music the oldest folk tradition in Europe, one that began in pre-Homeric 

cultures, hasn’t changed significantly in hundreds of years, and reveals the origins and ultimate 

meaning of humanly organized sound. This engaging, well-researched, and peculiar book is not only a 

work of music criticism or a philosophical rumination on the meaning of music—it’s also a travelogue 

in which the writer goes native. 

The first thing one notices about Epirotic music from the 1920s and 1930s is that it’s raw. This isn’t just 

a result of the grainy quality of the recording. The singing is full-throated and passionate; the 

instruments keen like wolves or flutter and swoop like hummingbirds. The insistent strumming and 

drumming, the pedal notes, the droning of strings and accompanying voices churn with a primeval 

energy. Aspects of the music suggest bluegrass, or free jazz, or the Velvet Underground, or the 

Carnatic music of southern India. But something sounds a bit off: the instruments aren’t quite in tune 

and aren’t playing quite the same melody, or the meter in a song intended for dancing is a fast 7/8 or 

9/8 that no one, it seems, could possibly keep up with. 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/christopher-king-epirus-danse-macabre/#fn-1
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After this initial impression, though, aspects of the music become clear. Many Epirotic dance songs 

have simple melodies, which allow for embellishment and improvisation. Lead parts are typically 

played by violin and klarino (a type of clarinet), accompanied by laouto (a stringed instrument similar 

to the oud) and defi (frame drum). Klarino and violin players in particular display virtuosity with quick 

runs of scales, trills, and large intervallic jumps, especially of the minor sevenths that give the style one 

of its most distinctive characteristics. Even when doubling a melody with the violin, the klarinolithely 

adds flourishes and filigrees around its partner. 

King writes that the vocabulary and timbre of the music mimic the region’s cragged landscape and its 

fauna: “Phrases imitate sounds found in nature: the singing of a nightingale, the babbling of a brook, 

the baying and barking of animals, and the surge of a storm.” To achieve this mimetic effect, violin 

and klarino players use scoops and bends that elide distinctions between pitches, almost imperceptible 

grace notes in the upper registers, and heavy vibrato. 

In songs that include one or two singers, klarino and violin offer countermelodies behind the vocalists, 

and instrumental improvisations alternate with sung verses. Songs with more than two singers use iso-

polyphony, in which some voices state or respond to a melody while the rest remain on fixed tones. Iso-

polyphony has a hypnotic effect: the moving parts play off against the static ones, which gives the music 

a tension that always tends toward the keynote but only rarely resolves. Singers in iso-polyphony use no 

vibrato and channel sound through their nasal passages, creating a buzziness when harmonies are close 

and a powerful, limpid tone when the voices collapse into unison. 

King emphasizes two types of Epirotic songs: the skaros and the mirologi. Both are played in free 

rhythm and feature improvised solos from klarino and violin. The skarostakes its name from a word 

referring to the practice of grazing sheep at night, when they are thought to have better appetites. It is 

believed that the skaros, variants of which exist throughout the Balkans, began as tunes played by 

shepherds on the flute to convey specific instructions to their flocks, and some still use music to 

communicate with them. Listeners “who are attentive to the skaros are drawn into a calm, trance-like 

state,” King writes. 

The word mirologi typically refers to vocal laments; there are versions of them in Homer and on 

ancient epitaphs. In some parts of rural Greece, women sing mirologiabeside the graves of family 

members every day for years, until the bones of the deceased are exhumed and put in the village 

ossuary. Epirus is the only place where mirologia are performed instrumentally, and musicians 

preserve the lugubrious mood of the sung versions found elsewhere in Greece: 

For the world is a tree, and we are its fruit, 

And [Charon], who is the vintager, gathers its fruit. 

The second-most-mountainous region in Europe, Epirus has harsh weather and little arable land. As 

one Epirote told King, “Life has always been hard in the mountains, everything has always been 

uncertain.” Ancient Greeks believed the entrance to Hades was here: the Acheron River that 

Odysseus—and later Dante—crossed to reach the underworld flows, in reality, west from Epirus’s 

mountains toward the Ionian Sea. Pilgrims hoping to summon the ghosts of departed loved ones visited 

the Nekromanteion, a temple located in a cave near the Acheron. For days, and for a considerable fee, 

they underwent purificatory rituals, including the consumption of pork, oysters, and a type of bean that 

induced hallucinations. When the supplicant was ready, he slaughtered a sheep and was led to a central 

chamber, which spirits could enter from the beyond. Priests hidden in a second chamber impersonated 
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the deceased, barked to suggest the presence of Cerberus, and manipulated pulleys that sent up objects 

to dazzle the impressionable pilgrim. 

The difficulty of life in Epirus has been compounded by military failures and foreign invasions. 

Romans, Byzantines, Serbs, and Venetians all controlled it at various times, and Ottoman rule lasted 

from 1430 until 1913. While memories of the Ottomans are sour, they granted Epirus a degree of 

independence and access to foreign markets; during this time, the region was enriched by trade, 

cultural exchange, and contributions from émigrés who sent money back home. Lord Byron celebrated 

Epirus’s striking landscapes in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and inspired other Englishmen, including 

Edward Lear, to visit. One contemporary visitor called Ioannina, Epirus’s largest city, “the 

Manchester and Paris” of northern Greece. 

Though the population has decreased precipitously since World War II, as residents moved to cities 

within Greece or to the US, Canada, Australia, and Germany, Epirotes retain close ties to their 

homeland. Many return each year to see family and to participate in summer festivals called panegyria. 

The number of residents in a village during these festivals can increase from a few dozen to thousands. 

When King heard that modern Epirus had a vibrant musical culture in which the same songs and styles 

as those on old recordings continued to be played, he “disbelieved that this music could still exist in the 

world unchanged.” All that remained of other musical traditions he loved were slowly decaying 78s, not 

a living culture. The music of the Mississippi Delta drifted to Chicago and Memphis, where it went 

electric; hillbilly music was eclipsed by country and western; Ukrainian fiddle music disappeared, in 

both Ukraine and America, within two generations of the first wave of emigration to the US. So when a 

friend invited King to Epirus, he enthusiastically took the chance to visit the “land and music that time 

forgot.” 

At the beginning of his voyage, King, like the supplicants who went to the Nekromanteion, hoped to 

contact the dead—in particular Kitsos Harisiadis and Alexis Zoumbas, two musicians from Epirus who 

recorded about ninety years ago. He was determined to find out more about their lives from their 

descendants and other Epirotes who had known them. But he soon found that Epirus’s culture 

“embraces life and death equally,” and that the present contained a vitality he was sure had vanished. 

King began collecting records in the mid-1980s when, at age fifteen, he came across a box of pristine 

gospel 78 rpm discs in an abandoned sharecropper’s cabin on his grandfather’s property, an event he 

recounts with almost religious awe. In his book he offers few other details about his personal life, 

perhaps because so much of it has involved the music he’s remastered—work for which he’s won a 

Grammy and been nominated for five others. After college he was briefly a janitor and an 

undertaker—a job well suited to his morbid disposition—and until his vacation to Istanbul he had 

spent only a few weeks outside Virginia, including a three-day stint in a philosophy Ph.D. program at 

Franciscan University in Steubenville, Ohio. He depicts himself as a proud outcast and Luddite who’s 

most comfortable at home, surrounded by his records. 
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Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University 

A print by Edward Lear showing Arta, a city in Epirus, and the surrounding region; from his 

book Journals of a Landscape Painter in Albania, &c., 1851 

Salty and self-deprecating, he is a lively and informative guide to Epirus. We watch him transform 

from a “sheltered, misanthropic record collector” into a modern Greek villager as he falls in love with 

the ways, rituals, and cuisine of Epirus. He is especially enamored of tsipouro, a grape brandy known 

as raki elsewhere in Greece, which, he says, “tastes like the heavenly fluids produced by two angels 

fucking.” He learns how to distill it and argues, unconvincingly, for its psychotropic qualities. 

King takes us to important sites in Epirus and through its history, but he’s most lively when describing 

the summer festivals. Panegyria last all night, with lots of food, liquor, music, and dancing. The band 

sets up in the center of a village square, surrounded by the villagers, who, arms linked, dance with 

intricate footwork in concentric circles around the musicians. King beautifully evokes his 

first panegyria, in the town of Vitsa: 

We took in the whole works—the gears and the springs of the celebration: the cascading clarinets 

echoing from the village center like snake charmers’ hypnotic flutes, the disorienting smoke rising from 

the souvlaki pits, the hundreds of people orbiting the musicians, the unhinged aura of everything. 

That night he blacked out, waking the next morning to find himself covered in blood and his glasses in 

three pieces. Miraculously, he had “no hangover. I was just at a loss as to where my skin had gone.” His 

wounds become a badge of honor, and he later refers to himself as “a Vitsanian by adoption.” 

Meanwhile, he hunts for facts about Kitsos Harisiadis and Alexis Zoumbas. Harisiadis, 

a klarino player, lived in Epirus his entire life and made only twenty-four recordings, all between 1929 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/katzenstein_2-062818.jpg
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and 1931. Fourteen of these tracks are included on King’s latest release, Lament in a Deep 

Style. Harisiadis’s tone is sweeter than many other klarinists’, but most striking is his fleet, effortless 

virtuosity. Although music in Epirus is passed down from one generation to the next, technique is not, 

and every musician develops an idiosyncratic way of playing. Harisiadis, for example, would give 

lessons while sitting on one side of a gorge with his student on the other side: unable see the master’s 

fingers move, the student had to figure out how to imitate the sounds he heard. 

Harisiadis, King discovers from those who knew him, had a reputation for saintliness: he “had only one 

desire: to heal people through his music.” He is said to have played for hours every day to laborers at 

the marble mill in Klimatia, his home village. The few recordings we have of Harisiadis reveal a 

musician who combined intellectual rigor, technical adeptness, and emotional earnestness in ways that 

are often, and surprisingly, reminiscent of John Coltrane. Harisiadis’s improvisations show an 

adventurousness that many other Epirotic musicians lacked: he used nontraditional scales and 

superimposed harmonies over the structures of songs to create a more colorful, diverse sound. 

Zoumbas, a violinist, left Epirus in the 1910s for America, playing in Greek and Turkish clubs on the 

“Feta Circuit” of émigré communities in New York, Philadelphia, and Gary, Indiana. He recorded 

extensively in New York and Chicago in the 1920s but made almost no recordings after 1929. His tone 

has a deep, woody resonance and mournful yearning that, for King, exemplifies the notion of xenitia, a 

longing for the dead and departed or a homesickness felt by emigrants. The expatriate violinist would 

have been familiar with xenitia: he returned to Greece only once, struggled to make a living in America, 

and died penniless in Detroit in 1946. King writes, “The first time I played a recording of…‘Lament 

from Epirus,’” a mirologi by Zoumbas from which his book takes its title, 

a dark vastness opened…. I felt as if I was witnessing an agonizing crucifixion but was unsure of the 

victim. Was it myself, humanity, Zoumbas?… [The music] opened up in me longing, remembrance, and 

regret. It was some elevated state of having the blues with which I had no prior experience.2 

Throughout his life, King has been particularly fixated on music from isolated communities that 

developed unique idioms, techniques, and timbres. “If there’s any one continuous thread through 

anything that I have,” he has said, “it’s deeply, deeply rural and backwoodsy. It’s almost like it turns 

its back to the city.” He prizes music that displays an “emotional intensity” and reflects “an 

inextricable bond between the soil and people”—“the interconnections between a place, its people, and 

its music.” Yet the very discs he loves from the 1920s and 1930s also led to the disintegration of the 

music they captured—a kind of original sin that at once preserved and destroyed untainted folk 

traditions: 

When mass commercial recording began, almost every ethnic and rural musical expression commenced 

an accelerated process of homogenization, a sad urgency toward bland uniformity…. Regional styles, 

repertoires, and, perhaps most crucially, interactive and contextual functions went from being a central 

component of a culture’s music to a quaint, antiquated notion…. Everyone wanted to sound like those 

heard on the most recent technologies: disc and radio. 

Since, in King’s telling, authentic music disappeared as the phonograph and radio spread, he dismisses 

all music made after 1941 as “garbage.” His disdain extends to practically every aspect of modern 

life. Lament from Epirus contains jabs at, among other things, smartphones, Oberlin graduates and 

Brooklynites, contemporary pop music, the American middle class, Western funeral rites, hashtags, 

suburbanites who drink single-malt scotch, American urban culture, all of humanity, and the polka 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/christopher-king-epirus-danse-macabre/#fn-2
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craze of the 1930s (an especially easy hit job). His aversion to a society he views as venal and 

mendacious is as intense as his sensitivity to the aural qualities of 78s. He told Amanda Petrusich, “It 

seems like I only enter into an abysmal depression every year and a half or so, and it’s usually because 

of having to go to Whole Foods.” King seeks in 78s the authenticity he finds lacking in modern culture, 

and for him authenticity almost always means suffering: “I prepare for death every day. I’m obsessed 

with it.” 

In Epirus, King found a culture authentic enough for him. It has largely resisted the temptations of 

consumerism and survived the twentieth century relatively untouched by globalization. Its people and 

music express a strong awareness of death, a joyous celebration of life, and a deep connection to their 

land. While You Live, Shine, a forthcoming documentary that follows King from Virginia (“hell”) to the 

village of Vitsa and has marvelous footage of its panegyria, shows him at peace, happily turning meat 

on a spit and joking with locals in a hesitant mixture of Greek and English. He tells the film’s director 

that he plans to move to Greece “as soon as I fucking can”—before it’s too late, presumably.3 

The first time King listened to Epirotic music, he suspected that it contained “something behind the 

sound—an unknown intentionality, a function.” In the book’s final chapters, he speculates that human 

musical expression began not as entertainment or ritual but as a tool, “intended to heal as if it 

contained within itself potency, a spiritual utility.” He believes that though most music lost this ancient 

function, Epirus’s still possesses it. Indeed, Epirotic musicians view themselves as healers, as Yiannis 

Chaldoupis, a klarino player from Parakalamos, told King: 

When I play in a village I feel more like a psychiatrist or a doctor than a musician. I look around to see 

what the people need, what they need to hear for their souls. I look around to see what their pain is, 

what hurts them. Every village is different and they have different spiritual and emotional needs. 

In claiming that Epirotic music has preserved its prehistoric function, King stresses that it has 

“steadfastly resisted assimilation—it shunned outside influences and seemed to only reference itself.” 

There are, however, reasons to think that Epirotic music is not as pure as he suggests. Demetris Dallas, 

a Greek poet who has translated song lyrics for King, has noted the influence of music from Macedonia 

and Istanbul, as well as Italian opera, on songs that have been in the repertory for two hundred years. 

Even the Epirotic records King fell in love with, now almost one hundred years old, reflected 

instrumentation that had only existed since the mid-nineteenth century, a few generations after the 

clarinet was introduced to the region by the Ottomans. Tellingly, King never supports his claims about 

purity with concrete comparisons to music from the Balkans, Turkey, or even neighboring areas within 

Greece such as Thessaly, whose folk music bears many similarities to Epirus’s. 

This isn’t the only major change whose importance King downplays. “At some point,” he writes, “the 

occupation of making music in Epirus was entrusted to the Gypsies,” and to this day most musicians in 

Epirus are Roma. Roma first settled in Greece six hundred years ago, coming in larger numbers at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. In Epirus as in other parts of Europe, Roma have been 

marginalized—until the mid-twentieth century, the only careers Roma men could pursue were those of 

smithy, basket weaver, cobbler, and musician—and viewed with suspicion by the Greek villagers, who 

believed that Roma possessed supernatural powers. They, in turn, kept their distance from Greeks, 

living in separate enclaves and speaking a different language among themselves. 

The transmission of Epirotic music from Greeks to Roma may have caused a major interruption in the 

continuity of its traditions, but King doesn’t explore the implications this might have. How can we 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/christopher-king-epirus-danse-macabre/#fn-3
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know that the earliest Roma musicians in Epirus didn’t profoundly alter the styles and forms of local 

songs? It’s clear that mirologia have ancient roots, but how can we be sure of the connection between 

present-day Epirotic music and what existed before the Roma arrived? 

Nor does King address what it would mean for a cultural heritage to be carried by an ethnic group that 

has been excluded from that culture. Although Roma now have more economic opportunities than they 

had fifty years ago, prejudice against them remains. King writes compassionately about the Roma’s 

plight, but he ultimately romanticizes it, arguing that their cultural and economic vulnerabilities have 

“driven [Roma musicians] to perform in extraordinary ways,” and that although most non-Roma 

musicians “have mastered the technique…there is thinness in the emotional depth” of their 

playing.4King doesn’t directly argue that authentic expression can only come from members of 

subjugated groups, or that subjugation is necessary for the production of great art, but at times these 

seem implied by his aesthetic philosophy, which values suffering above all else. 

Patrick Leigh Fermor wrote of Epirus’s villages in the early 1960s that “nothing substantial had 

changed since the pilgrimage of Childe Harold and little enough since the reign of Pyrrhus” in the third 

century BCE. But others who visited soon after Fermor began to notice alterations. The English travel 

writer Arthur Foss, who went to Epirus in 1972, met a group of local women playing cards and 

watching a portable TVnear the ruins of Dodona, the ancient oracle of Zeus, and he quotes locals 

saying, sometimes gleefully, that things had changed irrevocably. In the 1980s, the clarinetist Pericles 

Halkias, who emigrated to America and belongs to a dynasty that has produced some of the finest 

Epirotic musicians, said, “I don’t want to go back to Greece, because of the deterioration of the music. I 

cannot hear the things that I like to hear.” One can imagine an Epirote saying something similar two 

hundred years ago about the newfangled clarinet. 

Younger Greeks continue to return to their ancestral villages for the panegyria, and some have given 

new life to Epirus’s traditions by adapting its sounds to rock and electronic music. The line between 

authentic and inauthentic can never be firmly drawn—King concedes that modern Epirotic music is 

only “relatively pure” compared to that of a hundred years ago, though there’s little doubt that he 

would view any musicians who deviate from tradition as apostates. The question is whether, as the 

young grow older, they will keep the music at panegyria as it was in their youth or introduce 

innovations, as their predecessors did. If they do, King will surely be there to complain. 

1. 1 

Do Not Sell At Any Price: The Wild, Obsessive Hunt for the World’s Rarest 78rpm Records (Scribner, 

2014), p. 39. ↩ 

2. 2 

Alexis Zoumbas: A Lament for Epirus, 1926–1928, a collection produced by King, was released in 

2014. ↩ 

3. 3 

The title of the documentary comes from the Seikilos epitaph, a tombstone for a woman named Euterpe 

who died about two thousand years ago. The epitaph contains musical notation for a mirologi that also 

appears on it: 

While you live, shine 

Have no mourning at all 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/christopher-king-epirus-danse-macabre/#fn-4
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Life exists a short while 

And Time demands its fee. ↩ 

4. 4 

For more about the music played by Roma and the long history of the romanticization of gypsy 

musicians, see Alan Ashton-Smith, Gypsy Music: The Balkans and Beyond (Reaktion, 2017). ↩ 
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The 100 stories that shaped the world 

BBC Culture asked writers around the globe to pick stories that have endured across generations and 

continents – and changed society. 

 “I rarely find someone, really anyone, who doesn’t know some part of this story – the idea of the lost 

man who can’t get home after the war… the woman at home with the suitors. Everyone can tell me 

some version of it, which is to say, it lives in them.” – Tess Taylor, poet, on Homer’s Odyssey 

In April, BBC Culture polled experts around the world to nominate up to five fictional stories they felt 

had shaped mindsets or influenced history. We received answers from 108 authors, academics, 

journalists, critics and translators in 35 countries – their choices took in novels, poems, folk tales and 

dramas in 33 different languages, including Sumerian, K’iche and Ge’ez. 

-   Why the critics chose the top 10 

-   Is The Odyssey the greatest story of all time? 

-   Who voted? All 108 critics’ individual top 5 lists 

Homer’s Odyssey topped the list, followed by Uncle Tom’s Cabin – examples of the different ways in 

which respondents interpreted a ‘world-shaping story’, with the ancient epic having survived 

generations of retelling, while Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel was commended for being “the first 

widely-read political novel in the US”. Frankenstein, Nineteen Eighty-Four and Things Fall Apart 

rounded up the top five – which features two female authors (in all, women made up 23 of the top 100 

authors). 

The most popular authors of the top 100 stories were Shakespeare, Virginia Woolf and Franz Kafka, 

with three stories each. In among the recognised classics, there are a few texts less well-known globally: 

Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, which directly led to the introduction of new federal laws on food safety, 

and Toba Tek Singh by Saadat Hasan Manto, praised as “a classic short story that translates the 

trauma of Partition through the post-Partition exchange of lunatics across the India and Pakistan 

border”. 

It’s not a definitive list. This is just a starting point, aiming to spark a conversation about why some 

stories endure; how they continue to resonate centuries and millennia after they were created. And why 

sharing those stories is a fundamental human impulse: one that can overcome division, inspire change, 

and even spark revolutions. 

Top 100 

The list was determined via ranked ballots and first placed into descending order by number of critic votes, 

then into descending order by total critic points, then alphabetically (for 73 to 100, the titles listed are tied). 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180521-the-top-10-stories-that-shaped-the-world
http://bbc.com/culture/story/20180521-the-greatest-tale-ever-told
http://bbc.com/culture/story/20180521-100-world-shaping-stories-who-voted
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1. The Odyssey (Homer, 8th Century BC) 

2. Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Harriet Beecher Stowe, 1852) 

3. Frankenstein (Mary Shelley, 1818) 

4. Nineteen Eighty-Four (George Orwell, 1949) 

5. Things Fall Apart (Chinua Achebe, 1958) 

6. One Thousand and One Nights (various authors, 8th-18th Centuries) 

7. Don Quixote (Miguel de Cervantes, 1605-1615) 

8. Hamlet (William Shakespeare, 1603) 

9. One Hundred Years of Solitude (Gabriel García Márquez, 1967) 

10. The Iliad (Homer, 8th Century BC) 

11. Beloved (Toni Morrison, 1987) 

12. The Divine Comedy (Dante Alighieri, 1308-1320) 

13. Romeo and Juliet (William Shakespeare, 1597) 

14. The Epic of Gilgamesh (author unknown, circa 22nd-10th Centuries BC) 

15. Harry Potter Series (JK Rowling, 1997-2007) 

16. The Handmaid's Tale (Margaret Atwood, 1985) 

17. Ulysses (James Joyce, 1922) 

18. Animal Farm (George Orwell, 1945) 

19. Jane Eyre (Charlotte Brontë, 1847) 

20. Madame Bovary (Gustave Flaubert, 1856) 

21. Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Luo Guanzhong, 1321-1323) 

22. Journey to the West (Wu Cheng'en, circa 1592) 

23. Crime and Punishment (Fyodor Dostoyevksy, 1866) 

24. Pride and Prejudice (Jane Austen, 1813) 

25. Water Margin (attributed to Shi Nai'an, 1589) 

26. War and Peace (Leo Tolstoy, 1865-1867) 

27. To Kill a Mockingbird (Harper Lee, 1960) 

28. Wide Sargasso Sea (Jean Rhys, 1966) 

29. Aesop's Fables (Aesop, circa 620 to 560 BC) 

30. Candide (Voltaire, 1759) 

31. Medea (Euripides, 431 BC) 

32. The Mahabharata (attributed to Vyasa, 4th Century BC) 

33. King Lear (William Shakespeare, 1608) 

34. The Tale of Genji (Murasaki Shikibu, before 1021) 

35. The Sorrows of Young Werther (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 1774) 

36. The Trial (Franz Kafka, 1925) 

37. Remembrance of Things Past (Marcel Proust, 1913-1927) 

38. Wuthering Heights (Emily Brontë, 1847) 

39. Invisible Man (Ralph Ellison, 1952) 

40. Moby-Dick (Herman Melville, 1851) 

41. Their Eyes Were Watching God (Zora Neale Hurston, 1937) 

42. To the Lighthouse (Virginia Woolf, 1927) 

43. The True Story of Ah Q (Lu Xun, 1921-1922) 

44. Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (Lewis Carroll, 1865) 

45. Anna Karenina (Leo Tolstoy, 1873-1877) 

46. Heart of Darkness (Joseph Conrad, 1899) 
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47. Monkey Grip (Helen Garner, 1977) 

48. Mrs Dalloway (Virginia Woolf, 1925) 

49. Oedipus the King (Sophocles, 429 BC) 

50. The Metamorphosis (Franz Kafka, 1915) 

51. The Oresteia (Aeschylus, 5th Century BC) 

52. Cinderella (unknown author and date) 

53. Howl (Allen Ginsberg, 1956) 

54. Les Misérables (Victor Hugo, 1862) 

55. Middlemarch (George Eliot, 1871-1872) 

56. Pedro Páramo (Juan Rulfo, 1955) 

57. The Butterfly Lovers (folk story, various versions) 

58. The Canterbury Tales (Geoffrey Chaucer, 1387) 

59. The Panchatantra (attributed to Vishnu Sharma, circa 300 BC) 

60. The Posthumous Memoirs of Bras Cubas (Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis, 1881) 

61. The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (Muriel Spark, 1961) 

62. The Ragged-Trousered Philanthropists (Robert Tressell, 1914) 

63. Song of Lawino (Okot p'Bitek, 1966) 

64. The Golden Notebook (Doris Lessing, 1962) 

65. Midnight's Children (Salman Rushdie, 1981) 

66. Nervous Conditions (Tsitsi Dangarembga, 1988) 

67. The Little Prince (Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, 1943) 

68. The Master and Margarita (Mikhail Bulgakov, 1967) 

69. The Ramayana (attributed to Valmiki, 11th Century BC) 

70. Antigone (Sophocles, c 441 BC) 

71. Dracula (Bram Stoker, 1897) 

72. The Left Hand of Darkness (Ursula K Le Guin, 1969) 

73. A Christmas Carol (Charles Dickens, 1843) 

74. América (Raúl Otero Reiche, 1980) 

75. Before the Law (Franz Kafka, 1915) 

76. Children of Gebelawi (Naguib Mahfouz, 1967) 

77. Il Canzoniere (Petrarch, 1374) 

78. Kebra Nagast (various authors, 1322) 

79. Little Women (Louisa May Alcott, 1868-1869) 

80. Metamorphoses (Ovid, 8 AD) 

81. Omeros (Derek Walcott, 1990) 

82. One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich (Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 1962) 

83. Orlando (Virginia Woolf, 1928) 

84. Rainbow Serpent (Aboriginal Australian story cycle, date unknown) 

85. Revolutionary Road (Richard Yates, 1961) 

86. Robinson Crusoe (Daniel Defoe, 1719) 

87. Song of Myself (Walt Whitman, 1855) 

88. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (Mark Twain, 1884) 

89. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (Mark Twain, 1876) 

90. The Aleph (Jorge Luis Borges, 1945) 

91. The Eloquent Peasant (ancient Egyptian folk story, circa 2000 BC) 

92. The Emperor's New Clothes (Hans Christian Andersen, 1837) 
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93. The Jungle (Upton Sinclair, 1906) 

94. The Khamriyyat (Abu Nuwas, late 8th-early 9th Century) 

95. The Radetzky March (Joseph Roth, 1932) 

96. The Raven (Edgar Allan Poe, 1845) 

97. The Satanic Verses (Salman Rushdie, 1988) 

98. The Secret History (Donna Tartt, 1992) 

99. The Snowy Day (Ezra Jack Keats, 1962) 

100. Toba Tek Singh (Saadat Hasan Manto, 1955) 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180521-the-100-stories-that-shaped-the-world  
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Mythical Creatures and Greek Gods Leap From Waves Captured off the South Coast of England 

KATE SIERZPUTOWSKI 

 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/about/#kate
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“Sedna,” all images provided by Rachael Talibart 

As a child, photographer Rachael Talibart would sit on a deck near her family’s home on the South Coast of 

England and imagine the mythical creatures that would form and instantly evaporate inside the crashing 

waves. As she grew older she studied the sea monsters described in Homer’s Odyssey and used this education 

to fuel her current series, Sirens. Instead of merely capturing the haphazard way waves might form during 

violent storms, Talibart uses a fast shutter piece to freeze the water into sculptural shapes that appear like gods 

or monsters rising out of the sea.  

In several images, faces can be seen at the forefront of the wave, charging above the sea in a powerful arc. 

The faces are hauntingly present, as if a monster is truly locked in the tumultuous sea. “For me, the ocean will 

always be a potent source of inspiration,” Talibart explains. “It makes small, unimportant things of us all yet, 

at the same time, it is exhilarating and profoundly life affirming.” 

The series has shifted and evolved since its start in 2016, including the creation of a fine art book by the same 

title published by Triplekite. Talibart’s photographs are included in an exhibition titled Tides + Falls at Sohn 

Fine Art Gallery in Lenox, Massachusetts, which opens on September 7 and runs through November 11, 

2018. You can see more examples from her Sirens portfolio on her website and Instagram. (via Wired) 

 

“Goliath” 

https://www.rachaeltalibart.com/
https://www.rachaeltalibart.com/ocean
http://www.triplekite.co.uk/
https://www.sohnfineart.com/
https://www.sohnfineart.com/
https://www.rachaeltalibart.com/
https://www.instagram.com/rachaeltalibart/?hl=en
https://www.wired.com/story/wave-photography/
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“Ceto” 

 

“Aphrogeneia” 
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“Hippocamp” 

“Medusa” 
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“Loki” 
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“Thetis” 

 

“Mishipeshu Roars” 
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“Pounce” 

“White Walker” 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/waves-by-rachael-talibart/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f  
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Pythagoras on the Purpose of Life and the Meaning of Wisdom 

Abiding insight into the aim of human existence from the man who revolutionized science and coined the 

word “philosopher.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

 

The Greek polymath Pythagoras (c. 570–c. 495 BC) ignited the golden age of mathematics with the 

development of numerical logic and the discovery of his namesake theorem of geometry, which furnished the 

world’s first foothold toward the notion of scientific proof and has been etched into the mind of every 

schoolchild in the millennia since. His ideas went on to influence Plato, Copernicus, Descartes, Kepler, 

Newton, and Einstein, and the school he founded made the then-radical decision to welcome women as 

members, one of whom was Hypatia of Alexandria — the world’s first known woman astronomer. 

Alongside his revolutionary science, Pythagoras coined the word philosopher to describe himself as a “lover 

of wisdom” — a love the subject of which he encapsulated in a short, insightful meditation on the uses of 

philosophy in human life. According to the anecdote, recounted by Cicero four centuries later, Pythagoras 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/14/the-dinner-party-judy-chicago/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0385493622/braipick-20
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attended the Olympic Games of 518 BC with Prince Leon, the esteemed ruler of Phlius. The Prince, 

impressed with his guest’s wide and cross-disciplinary range of knowledge, asked Pythagoras why he lived as 

a “philosopher” rather than an expert in any one of the classical arts. 

 

Pythagoras (Art by J. Augustus Knapp, circa 1926)  

Pythagoras, quoted in Simon Singh’s altogether fascinating Fermat’s Enigma: The Epic Quest to Solve the 

World’s Greatest Mathematical Problem (public library), replies: 

Life… may well be compared with these public Games for in the vast crowd assembled here some are 

attracted by the acquisition of gain, others are led on by the hopes and ambitions of fame and glory. But 

among them there are a few who have come to observe and to understand all that passes here.  

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0385493622/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0385493622/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/fermats-enigma-the-epic-quest-to-solve-the-worlds-greatest-mathematical-problem/oclc/924502914&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B077DZX436/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

112 

It is the same with life. Some are influenced by the love of wealth while others are blindly led on by the mad 

fever for power and domination, but the finest type of man gives himself up to discovering the meaning and 

purpose of life itself. He seeks to uncover the secrets of nature. This is the man I call a philosopher for 

although no man is completely wise in all respects, he can love wisdom as the key to nature’s secrets. 

Complement with Alain de Botton on how philosophy undoes our unwisdom, then revisit other abiding 

mediations on the meaning and purpose of life from Epictetus, Toni Morrison, Walt Whitman, Richard 

Feynman, Rosa Parks, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, and Martha Nussbaum. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/23/pythagoras-olympic-

games/?mc_cid=86df70181c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/24/what-is-philosophy-for-alain-de-botton/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/10/the-art-of-living-sharon-lebell/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/07/toni-morrison-nobel-prize-speech/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/08/richard-feynman-on-the-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/08/richard-feynman-on-the-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/04/rosa-parks-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/11/dostoyevsky-dream/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/03/14/martha-nussbaum-bill-moyers-world-of-ideas/
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The Mask It Wears 

Pankaj Mishra 

 BUYThe People v. Democracy: Why Our Freedom Is in Danger and How to Save It by Yascha 

Mounk 

Harvard, 400 pp, £21.95, March, ISBN 978 0 674 97682 5 

 BUYNot Enough: Human Rights in an Unequal World by Samuel Moyn 

Harvard, 277 pp, £21.95, April, ISBN 978 0 674 73756 3 

American liberals, Samuel Moyn wrote last year in Dissent, have never broken ‘with the exceptionalist 

outlook that cast the United States as uniquely virtuous’, but having Trump in the ‘cockpit of American 

power’ will reveal ‘just how terrifyingly normal a nation we are, with our populist jingoism and hawkish 

foreign policy’. The bipartisan support for the president’s bombing campaigns shows that little has changed in 

this respect, however. As Trump ordered strikes on Syria in April last year, Fareed Zakaria hailed the ‘big 

moment’: ‘Donald Trump,’ he said, ‘became president of the United States last night.’ As Trump dispatched 

his ‘shiny and new’ missiles to Syria a year later, Anne-Marie Slaughter, a former Obama apparatchik and 

president of the New America Foundation, tweeted that it was the ‘right thing’ to do. ‘It will not stop the war 

nor save the Syrian people from many other horrors,’ Slaughter conceded, and ‘it is illegal under international 

law.’ But ‘it at least draws a line somewhere & says enough.’ 

‘The deterioration of the intelligentsia,’ Arthur Koestler wrote, ‘is as much a symptom of disease as the 

corruption of the ruling class or the sleeping sickness of the proletariat. They are symptoms of the same 

fundamental process.’ One clear sign of intellectual infirmity is the desperation with which centrists and 

liberals, removed from the cockpit of American power, forage for ideas and inspiration on the lumpen right. 

The New York Times’s op-ed page lured Bret Stephens, a climate-change denier, and Bari Weiss, a campus 

agitator known for persecuting Arab scholars, away from the Murdoch-owned Wall Street Journal. 

The Atlantic hired, then a few days later fired, Kevin Williamson, a prose stylist at the National Review who 

suggests that women who have abortions – a quarter of all American women – should be hanged. In this free-

for-all, ‘thought leaders’ rise without a trace, at great speed and with little ballast. Jordan Peterson, a YouTube 

evangelist who believes that feminists have ‘an unconscious wish for brutal male domination’, was hailed in 

the New York Timesas the West’s ‘most influential public intellectual’ and elicited respectful attention 

from New York, Atlantic and Esquire. 

The most audacious surfers of the bien pensant tide, however, are wealthy and influential stalwarts of the 

‘liberal order,’ whose diagnoses and prescriptions dominate the comment pages of the Financial Times, 

the New York Times and the Economist. They depict the tyro in the White House as an unprecedented 

calamity, more so evidently than the economic inequality, deadlocked government, subprime debt, offshored 

jobs, unrestrained corporate power and compromised legislature that made Trump seem a credible candidate 

to millions of Americans. Hoping to restore their liberal order, journalists, politicians, former civil servants 

and politically engaged businessmen jostle on both sides of the Atlantic in an air of revivalist zeal. Shortly 

after Trump’s victory, Third Way, a think tank run by a former aide to Bill Clinton, launched New Blue, a 

$20 million initiative to recharge the vital centre. In April it was revealed that billionaires have been funding 

Patriots and Pragmatists, a private discussion group of pundits affiliated with the Obama and Bush 

administrations. In Britain, a centrist political party with a treasure trove of £50 million has surfaced. One of 

its patrons, Tony Blair, explained in the New York Times last March that ‘for liberal democracy to survive and 

thrive, we must build a new coalition that is popular, not populist.’ A reinvigorated centrism, he wrote, had to 

acknowledge ‘genuine cultural anxieties’, not least on immigration. The same month, Blair laid out £10 

million for Renewing the Centre, a ‘non-party platform’ under the auspices of his Institute for Global Change, 

https://www.londonreviewbookshop.co.uk/on-our-shelves/book/9780674976825/people-vs-democracy-why-our-freedom-is-in-danger-and-how-to-save-it?utm_source=LRB&utm_medium=BNbutton&utm_campaign=BuyNow
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Mounk,+Yascha
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Mounk,+Yascha
https://www.londonreviewbookshop.co.uk/on-our-shelves/book/9780674737563/not-enough-human-rights-in-an-unequal-world?utm_source=LRB&utm_medium=BNbutton&utm_campaign=BuyNow
https://www.lrb.co.uk/search?author=Moyn,+Samuel
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and hired Yascha Mounk, a lecturer at Harvard, to lead its fight against ‘false populism’. In The People v. 

Democracy, Mounk repeatedly echoes Blair. ‘Defenders of liberal democracy,’ he writes, ‘will simply fan the 

flames of populism if they disregard fears about ineffective border controls or dismiss the degree of public 

anger about current levels of immigration.’ Just as Blair argues that there is no point in ‘appearing obsessive 

on issues like gender identity’ – presumably to avoid further wounding the ‘white working class’, the new 

holy cow of chastened metropolitans – Mounk indicts a spoiler ‘left’ for being damagingly obsessed with 

identity politics, cultural appropriation and shutting down free speech. 

 

An ‘anti-totalitarian liberalism,’ Moyn warned in 2006, as liberal democrats waged war on Islamofascism, 

‘has become the favoured approach of many political elites in Western democracies’. It seems an ineradicable 

intellectual reflex as Mounk resurrects in his book the popular oppositions of the Cold War and the war on 

terror: liberal democracy v. authoritarianism, freedom v. its enemies. Framing these Manicheanisms not as 

geopolitical challenges but as the West’s domestic problem, he suggests a quasi-solution: an ‘inclusive 

nationalism’, which Obama and Macron have already articulated in their speeches. We need to focus on what 

‘unites rather than what divides us’, whereas the left is guilty of a ‘radical rejection of the nation and all its 

trappings’. But how does one rebuild a ‘collective form of belonging’ in the racially and ethnically 

heterogeneous West? Mounk concedes that ‘we cannot recreate the threat of communism or fascism.’ 

Nevertheless, ‘we can remember that civics education is an essential bulwark against authoritarian 

temptations.’ Students, taught ‘disdain for our inherited political institutions’ and encouraged to be suspicious 

of the Enlightenment, ought to be trained to be ‘proud defenders of liberal democracy’. ‘Rhetoric matters,’ he 

insists. Hillary Clinton, for instance, ‘needed to convince voters that she was passionate about changing the 

status quo’. 

These and other miscellaneous insights, hailed by the New Yorker as ‘trenchant’ and the Guardian as 

‘extraordinary’, are useful largely in confirming the persistence of the ancien régime in Atlanticist editorial 

boards, political science departments, think tanks and television studios. Blair, meanwhile, lucratively 

counselling despots and plutocrats abroad while avoiding citizen’s arrest at home, is no longer a viable leader 

of global change. But his project of renewing the centre appeals viscerally to the anti-totalitarian liberals for 

whom the collapse of the Berlin Wall confirmed once and for all that there is no alternative, and who were 

consequently blindsided by Trump. These exponents of deregulation, privatisation and pre-emptive wars are 

the ones most susceptible to Mounk’s fables, in which America was moving towards the ‘realisation of its 

high-minded conception’ before the way was blocked by an ogre. ‘Then came Donald Trump,’ Mounk 

declares, a president who ‘openly disdains basic constitutional norms’. 

The qualifier ‘openly’ suggests that the most objectionable thing about Trump may be his discarding of the 

veil that conceals the scramble for power and wealth among the traditional ruling classes. Mounk does not 

consider the possibility that the official mendacity concerning illegal wars and assaults on civil liberties may 

have made some people sceptical about the norms of liberal democracy. He is tactfully silent about the way 

some leading liberal democrats – Blair, but also Clinton, Lagarde, Schröder, Hollande, Rajoy, Renzi, 

Cameron and Osborne – are continually caught in the revolving door between business and politics. He 

doesn’t mention either that it was Obama who, as Moyn has put it, ‘enhanced the powers of a presidency, 

which is now in the hands of a charlatan’, or that in his effort to appease the Republican far right, Obama 

deported immigrants at a higher rate than Trump has so far. Macron, another of Mounk’s cherished liberal 

democrats, has, while pushing extensive privatisation, unfurled a policy on migrants and refugees so harsh 

that the Front National celebrates it as a ‘political victory’. 
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There is nothing new about such pragmatic patriots aiming to beat right-wing populists at their own game. 

Contrary to Mounk’s morality tale about liberal democracy, mainstream parties of the centre left as well as 

the right have deployed the methods of what Stuart Hall called ‘authoritarian populism’ ever since the oil 

shocks and the recessions of the 1970s and 1980s. Hall coined this term in the late 1970s to describe ‘the rise 

of the radical right under Thatcherite auspices’ from the ruins of ‘the social-democratic consensus’. With 

capitalism afflicted by an unresolvable structural crisis, fresh populist consent had to be mobilised – often 

through moral panics about immigrants – for the imposition of harsh neoliberal policies. Thirty years later, 

even New Labour resorted, towards the end of its tenure, to authoritarian populism. As an article in 

the Utopian, an American web magazine, pointed out in 2010, Blair had ‘dragged Britain into the Iraq War’ 

on the basis of blatant falsehoods and then ‘adopted the most restrictive anti-terror legislation in Europe’. 

There was an ‘authoritarian streak’ in both Blair and Brown, who ‘ratcheted up coercion’ because of ‘their 

failure to make real economic improvements’. Economic growth, ‘heavily centred on the financial industry’, 

was ‘achieved at the price of ever-new presents to bankers and the super-rich’. As a result, ‘Britain’s abject 

underclass has actually continued to grow’ and many in the ‘disaffected white working class’ had either 

drifted away from electoral politics or embraced such radical rightists as the BNP. ‘Labour’s populism,’ the 

article concluded, ‘is a desperate attempt to win back this milieu.’ 

 

The author of this combative and prescient analysis – of how the centre had failed to hold and rough beasts 

started to slouch towards Bethlehem long before Trump made his run for the presidency – was Yascha 

Mounk. In 2010 he deplored Blair’s ‘desperate pandering’ to the far right and the ‘super-rich’, and seemed to 

sympathise with those on the British left who ‘think that it’s high time to give New Labour the mercy shot’. 

Working now to rejuvenate Blairism, Mounk re-enacts the original sin of his employer and many other 

superannuated centrists: the replacement of principle with triangulation. 

* 

Samuel Moyn’s career is one of reversed affinities: from youthful enchantment with the muzak of the Third 

Way to rediscovery of L’Internationale, from eager collaboration with power to tough-minded scrutiny of it. 

In 1999, during Nato’s bombing of Yugoslavia, Moyn went to Washington DC to work as an intern on 

Clinton’s National Security Council. Today, he is a prominent presence in the intellectual culture of the 

American left, which, denied representation by a mainstream media busy execrating Trump and boosting 

Never Trumpists, has suddenly flowered in new periodicals (Jacobin, Viewpoint, Current Affairs, the Los 

Angeles Review of Books) and in the revitalised pages of the Baffler, Boston Review, Dissent, n+1, the New 

Republic and the Nation. Sceptical of zealous anti-Trumpism, Moyn has chosen – in a time of ‘transition from 

an era of liberal ascendancy to one of liberal crisis’ – to excavate the ‘egalitarian ideals and practices’ that a 

triumphant neoliberal capitalism drove underground. 

Back in 1999, Moyn was bewitched by the idea of America administering justice to the world’s afflicted and 

benighted. He wasn’t alone. The 1990s were prodigal with illusions generated by the collapse of communist 

regimes, the retreat of social democracy in Europe and the abandonment of socialist ideals in postcolonial 

Asia and Africa. The ethical vacuum had been filled by human rights, which were entrusted, as Moyn wrote, 

with ‘the grand political mission of providing a global framework for the achievement of freedom, identity 

and prosperity’. It was in 1999 that Blair announced in Chicago: ‘We are all internationals now, whether we 

like it or not.’ Western values and interests had miraculously merged, and it was imperative to ‘establish and 

spread the values of liberty, the rule of law, human rights and an open society’ – by force, if necessary. The 

first Gulf War, ostensibly fought for the human rights of Kuwaitis, had already helped crystallise a creed in 
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which national sovereignty was no longer inviolate. Human rights, commanding universal approval, came in 

useful in trashing the principle that had given small countries some protection against superpowers during the 

Cold War. 

Intellectual, moral and legal backing for the New World Order came from a variety of sources. Human Rights 

Watch supported Washington’s disastrous military foray into Somalia in 1992. Jürgen Habermas persuaded 

himself, briefly, that the US could create a global cosmopolis in the spirit of Kant. John Rawls, transplanting 

his theory of justice into the realm of international relations, declared in 1999 that societies that violate human 

rights rightly provoke economic sanctions and military intervention. Liberal peoples, who are naturally 

indifferent to imperial glory, can justly wage wars of self-defence on ‘outlaw’ states. The synergy between the 

aims of the US State Department, human rights advocates and military humanists grew more intense after 

9/11. Philip Bobbitt, counsellor to several American administrations, and muse to Blair and Cameron, 

asserted in The Shield of Achilles: War, Peace and the Course of History (2002) that ‘no state’s sovereignty is 

unimpeachable if it studiedly spurns parliamentary institutions and human rights protections.’＊ In A Problem 

From Hell: America and the Age of Genocide, also published in 2002, Samantha Power outlined the correct 

response to the world’s evildoers: American unilateralism untrammelled by international institutions. 

Trumpeting Bush’s pre-emptive assault on Iraq, Michael Ignatieff recommended in 2003 a new American 

empire whose ‘grace notes are free markets, human rights and democracy, enforced by the most awesome 

military power the world has ever known’. 

The United States, Power asserted as Obama’s nominee for US ambassador to the United Nations in 2013, ‘is 

the greatest country on Earth’, and ‘the leader in human dignity’. She promised that she would ‘never 

apologise for America’ and also pledged to ‘stand up for Israel and work tirelessly to defend it’. The 

following year she tweeted a picture of her and Henry Kissinger enjoying a baseball game at Yankee Stadium, 

and told the New Yorker that ‘as time wears on, I find myself gravitating more and more to the G.S.D. [Get-

Shit-Done] people.’ This also seems true of Ignatieff, Power’s former colleague at Harvard’s Carr Centre for 

Human Rights Policy, who outlined ‘permissible’ forms of torture in the New York Times; his 

recommendations (which included ‘keeping prisoners in hoods’) appeared inconveniently just as the first 

pictures of a hooded Iraqi prisoner emerged from Abu Ghraib. Ambitious academics such as these have been 

especially keen to propose American resolve and virtue as a solution to various problems from hell. But it is 

also the case that human rights, lacking secure legal and philosophical foundation, are prone to appropriation 

by imperialist regimes as well as their victims. Once framed as indivisible from the spread of free markets and 

other good things necessary to the design of Pax Americana, the promotion of human rights could be 

represented as part of the Pentagon’s mission and as a natural corollary of the Washington Consensus – just 

how shit gets done. It also helped that human rights at the end of history offered a seductive ‘anti-politics’, 

which, Tony Judt lamented in Ill Fares the Land, ‘misled a generation of young activists into believing that, 

conventional avenues of change being hopelessly clogged, they should forsake political organisation for 

single-issue, non-governmental groups unsullied by compromise’. 

Moyn was one of these activists, but has since fruitfully disavowed his youthful romanticism. His work can be 

read as one long clarification of the way in which the responsibility to protect became indistinguishable from 

the right to bomb or blockade perceived enemies (Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria), the right to nurture 

‘friends’ (Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Israel), and the right to be passive in the face of ‘market fundamentalists’ as 

they boosted ‘the global rich higher over their inferiors than they had ever been’. In The Last Utopia (2010), 

he attacked the self-congratulatory notion, vended by Ignatieff and others, that awareness of the Holocaust’s 

horrors after the war helped consecrate human rights in a ‘revolution of moral concern’. For one thing, Moyn 

writes, ‘there was no widespread Holocaust consciousness in the postwar era.’ And few people directly cited 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/pankaj-mishra/the-mask-it-wears#fn-asterisk
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the 1948 UN Declaration of Human Rights in the 1950s and 1960s. The discourse of human rights became 

popular only in the 1970s. Intellectuals, particularly in France, used it to replace their faith in socialism and 

Third Worldism, and to consecrate an anti-totalitarian liberalism. Politicians such as Jimmy Carter 

weaponised it in a new ideological and moral offensive against the Soviet Union. 

Moyn’s new book shows how human rights, as well as enabling American militarism, acquiesced, as a 

‘powerless companion of market fundamentalism’, to the global ‘explosion of inequality’. It was in the 1970s 

that the human rights movement came together, with its particular infrastructure, bureaucracy and fundraising 

programmes, into what David Kennedy in The Rights of Spring (2009), his acidulous memoir of human rights 

activism in Uruguay in 1984, called the ‘smooth and knowing routines of professional advocacy’. Kennedy, 

recalling time spent in the offices of Human Rights Watch in the Empire State Building, describes the way in 

which, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Western human rights groups honed their strategy of ‘naming and 

shaming from a great height’. This model of human rights became hegemonic, though it was far from being 

universal. In South Africa, for instance, left-wing anti-apartheid activists from the 1970s onwards used the 

language of rights to demand a broader democratic transformation as well as to defend the victims of state 

brutality. 

What differentiated the Western model from many Asian, African and Latin American networks of women’s 

groups and indigenous peoples, or alternative development and environmental organisations, was its 

indifference to ‘economic and social rights’: what Moyn defines as ‘entitlements to work, education, social 

assistance, health, housing, food and water’. Focusing on the violations of individuals’ rights by states, human 

rights groups valuably documented the crimes of the Contras in Nicaragua, the army and death squads in El 

Salvador, and state terrorists in Guatemala. But they were largely indifferent to the abuse of power by non-

state actors: the kleptocratic oligarchies that emerged in Asia, Africa and Latin America throughout the 1990s 

and 2000s. Nor did they have much to say about the terrible effects of the structural adjustment programmes 

implemented by the IMF and the World Bank in the 1980s and 1990s. Human rights politics and law, Moyn 

argues, may have sensitised us ‘to the misery of visible indigence alongside the horrific repression of 

authoritarian and totalitarian states – but not to the crisis of national welfare, the stagnation of the middle 

classes and the endurance of global hierarchy’. 

* 

Moyn’s stern appraisal may not appear new to long-standing critics of Western moral rhetoric in the global 

South. Anti-colonial leaders and thinkers knew that the global economy forged by Western imperialism had to 

be radically restructured in order even partially to fulfil the central promise of national self-determination, let 

alone socialism. Western liberals were widely perceived as ‘false friends’, as Conor Cruise O’Brien reported 

from Africa in the 1960s, and liberalism itself as an ‘ingratiating moral mask which a toughly acquisitive 

society wears before the world it robs’. Distrust of the Western discourse of human rights was likewise 

constant and deep. The Indonesian thinker Soedjatmoko challenged its presumption of universal morality, 

pointing to the global inequalities perpetuated by the champions of human rights. Arundhati Roy spoke in 

2004 of an ‘alarming shift of paradigm’: ‘Even among the well-intentioned, the expansive, magnificent 

concept of justice is gradually being substituted with the reduced, far more fragile discourse of “human 

rights”’ – a minimalist request, basically, not to be killed, tortured or unjustly imprisoned. As a result, she 

argued ‘resistance movements in poor countries … view human rights NGOs as modern-day missionaries,’ 

complicit in the West’s attempt to impose an ‘unjust political and economic structure on the world’. 
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Some African-American activists saw from the outset that human rights, in their hegemonic American 

formulation, were not meant to facilitate a ‘politics of fair distribution’. Even as the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights was being drafted in the late 1940s, W.E.B. Du Bois observed that, as Moyn puts it, ‘human 

rights inevitably became bound up with the power of the powerful.’ As Carol Anderson showed in Eyes off 

the Prize (2003) and Bourgeois Radicals (2014), the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured 

People (NAACP), helped by Du Bois, appealed in 1947 to the newly established UN to acknowledge African-

Americans as victims of human rights violations, where violations were defined in this case not only as 

slavery, Jim Crow and denial of voting rights, but as discrimination in criminal justice, education, housing, 

employment and access to healthcare. Du Bois and other civil rights leaders echoed the argument of many 

anti-colonial activists that legal and political rights were impossible to achieve without economic security, and 

that a mere ban on discrimination would not address centuries of devastation. They ran into vigorous 

opposition not only from white supremacists among southern Democrats and conservative Republicans, but 

also from their supposed allies: the Truman administration and Eleanor Roosevelt, for example, who told Du 

Bois that he was embarrassing the United States before the Soviet Union. Some worried that the demand 

reeked of socialism. None of them wanted the UN to have any influence in the domestic arrangements of the 

US. Eventually, the NAACP caved in to the defenders of white supremacy, and sidelined Du Bois. 

Abandoning its own broad definition of human rights, the NAACP settled for the narrow aim of legal 

equality. Not surprisingly, deep inequalities in education, healthcare and housing persist to this day: the logic 

of a human rights movement born and nurtured under the American imperium. 

In The Last Utopia, Moyn mentioned Du Bois’s attempt to internationalise the plight of African-Americans 

and to define institutionalised racism as a human rights violation, but he did not acknowledge the significance 

of Du Bois’s failure to achieve these things, or indeed the many valiant and doomed attempts in the global 

South to transcend racialised political and economic hierarchies. Moyn now acknowledges that his previous 

analysis was incomplete. In Not Enough, he more effectively provincialises an ineffectual and obsolete 

Western model of human rights. As he puts it, ‘local and global economic justice requires redesigning 

markets or at least redistributing from the rich to the rest, something that naming and shaming are never likely 

to achieve.’ Since the human rights movement ‘cannot reinvent itself with new ideals and tools’, he argues, it 

should ‘stick to what it does best: informing our concepts of citizenship and stigmatising evil, without 

purporting to stand for the whole of “global justice”’. 

Moyn’s book is part of a renewed attention to the political and intellectual ferment of decolonialisation, and 

joins a sharpening interrogation of the liberal order and the institutions of global governance created by, and 

arguably for, Pax Americana. In A World of Struggle: How Power, Law and Expertise Shape Global Political 

Economy, David Kennedy blames humanitarian interventionists and international lawyers, among other 

globalists, for bringing forth a world that is ‘terribly unjust, subject to crisis, environmentally unwise, 

everywhere politically and economically captured by the few’.† Martha Nussbaum recently denounced the 

United Nations ‘system’ as ‘grotesquely flawed and corrupt, totally lacking in democratic accountability, and 

therefore devoid of any procedural legitimacy when it comes to imposing law on people’. The loss of 

legitimacy seems more devastating in the case of the West-led human rights movement, for which severe self-

reckoning and downsizing seem unavoidable today. Having turned, as David Rieff put it recently in Foreign 

Policy, into a ‘secular church of liberal globalism’, the human rights movement has become a casualty of the 

worldwide backlash against liberal globalists. A principled minority long suspicious of Western NGOs has 

been joined by opportunistic chieftains of majoritarian movements. Erdoğan has jailed the chair of Amnesty 

International Turkey. Amnesty International India had temporarily to close its offices in Bangalore in 2016 

after it was assaulted by Hindu nationalists accusing the charity of ‘sedition’. Netanyahu has deported the 

director of Israel and Palestine Human Rights Watch. In Hungary, Orbán seems determined to expel George 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/pankaj-mishra/the-mask-it-wears#fn-dagger
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Soros’s Open Society. As Trump frankly admires autocrats and refuses to pay even vice’s meagre tribute to 

virtue, the human rights movement is facing, as Rieff writes, ‘the greatest test it has confronted since its 

emergence in the 1970s’. 

 

The days when young people transposed their political idealism into the vernacular of liberal internationalism 

seem to be behind us. Young men and women are more likely today to join domestic political upsurges 

against neoliberalism than to fall for a human rights anti-politics miraculously placed beyond political 

economy. They can hardly avoid noticing the great chasm that now exists between the continuing official 

commitment to human rights and their brazen infraction in relations everywhere between the rich and the 

poor, the powerful and the weak. Moyn’s own book, probably his last word on the last utopia, looks at 

democratic vistas beyond the horizons of human rights and a liberalism parasitic on varying evils – 

communism, Islamofascism, Trumpism – for its self-definition. His timing seems right. ‘It is as if the main 

problem for liberal democracy were its enemies,’ Moyn wrote in 2006, introducing a collection of Pierre 

Rosanvallon’s writings, ‘as if there were no need to ponder the historical variations and untried possibilities of 

democracy.’ Twelve years later, Trump has inadvertently forced open political and economic possibilities 

across the ideological spectrum; the Thatcherite assumption that there is no alternative is no longer tenable. 

Moyn, in Not Enough, senses that the crisis of neoliberalism presents an intellectual and political opportunity. 

He recovers forgotten moments from the long postcolonial effort to extend to economics and geopolitics the 

principle of equality that liberals regard as legitimate only in the political realm. He lingers on the proposals 

made by poor countries in the 1970s for an international economic order that could protect them from the 

depredations of rich countries and multinational corporations. He describes at length the thinking behind 

European commitments to national welfare states in the postwar era. This is not nostalgia, of the kind Tony 

Judt felt for the social democracy of his youth. Nor is it Third Worldism, as a touchy reviewer of Moyn’s 

book in the New York Times charged. Rather, Moyn wants to reinstate socialism – which was, after all, the 

‘central language of justice’ globally before it was supplanted by human rights – as an ethical ideal and 

political objective. 

* 

This may seem like a quixotic project. The scale of the left’s defeat in recent decades – whether measured in a 

moribund labour movement, privatised essential services and utilities, economic inequality of Gilded Age 

proportions, racial resegregation, or the backlash against feminism – cannot be concealed. But then the ideals 

of equality and redistribution never seemed more attractive than when liberalism, having promised universal 

prosperity and greater democracy, plunged into the slaughterhouse of the First World War, followed by the 

deepest economic slump in history. The fortunes of socialism have yet again risen as the structural malaise of 

capitalism is diagnosed more and more clearly by its victims, and conscious collective intervention rather than 

the invisible hand appears to be the only viable solution to an unfolding environmental catastrophe. 

‘Socialism,’ the Wall Street Journal nervously reported late last year, ‘has moved from being a taboo because 

of its associations with the Cold War to something that has found rising appeal.’ Predictably, the ideological 

police of the liberal order is working hard to reinstitute the old taboo. Denunciations of a supposedly almighty 

and fanatical left flow as frequently from the New York Times, Washington Post, Boston Globe, New 

York and Atlantic as from Breitbart, and detestation of ‘social justice warriors’ unites figures as seemingly 

disparate as Mark Lilla, Steven Pinker, Elon Musk, Niall Ferguson and Jordan Peterson. Bernie Sanders’s 

insurgent campaign confirmed, however, that socialist ideals exist, beyond the experience of communist 

tyranny, as what John Stuart Mill called ‘one of the most valuable elements of human improvement’. 
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Certainly, that curious global conjuncture in which neoliberal capitalism and technological leaps forward 

guaranteed endless progress, and a tiny elite passed off its interests as universal norms, has passed. The appeal 

of equality as a legal claim and democratic norm has grown and grown – and is paradoxically attested to by 

anti-establishment uprisings derided as ‘populist’ threats to liberal democracy. It is unlikely to be defused by 

attempts to rebuild the liberal order on Macron-style yuppie populism, inclusive nationalism, pragmatic 

patriotism or any other expedient of an intellectually insolvent (though materially resourceful) centrism. 

Moyn’s book offers no alternative programme of institutional reconstruction or mass mobilisation. But its 

critical – and self-critical – energy is consistently bracing, and is surely a condition of restoring the pursuit of 

equality and justice as an indispensable modern tradition. 

 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/pankaj-mishra/the-mask-it-wears  
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Dogs in Southern China Host Several Strains of Flu 

They may be a prospective source for an influenza pandemic, researchers warn.   

By Sukanya Charuchandra |  

ISTOCK, CHALABALANew research published in mBio yesterday (June 5) proposes that dogs may be a 

potential reservoir for an influenza pandemic. Researchers found three new hybrid canine strains (with 

porcine and avian origins) in dogs from Southern China. 

“The more diversity of viruses there is in an animal reservoir, the higher the chances that it will lead to a 

version of the virus that is able to jump,” Adolfo García-Sastre, the director of the Global Health and 

Emerging Pathogens Institute of the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai and a coauthor on the paper, 

tells Science News. 

See “First Human Case of H7N4 Bird Flu Confirmed” 

García-Sastre and his colleagues collected 16 viral genome samples from pet dogs diagnosed with respiratory 

infections in Southern China from 2013-15. Researchers identified three variants usually found in swine and 

the three new hybrids that formed by mixing with a canine strain. These newly found variants are H1N1, but 

unlike the H1N1 swine flu, these have hopped from birds to pigs to dogs, ultimately creating new versions. 

“What this study provides is evidence that dogs can be naturally infected with multiple strains of viruses, 

most notably viruses from pigs, which are a known reservoir of influenza viruses that can infect us,” Jonathan 

Ball, a virologist at the University of Nottingham in the U.K., who was not involved with the research, 

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/old-dog-in-veterinary-clinic-gm838257314-136428513
http://mbio.asm.org/content/9/3/e00909-18
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/dogs-carry-surprising-variety-flu-viruses?tgt=nr
https://www.the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/51798/title/First-Human-Case-of-H7N4-Bird-Flu-Confirmed/
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tells The Independent. According to Ball, the source of the next epidemic is anybody’s guess, but a canine one 

can’t be ruled out. 

See “Not Swine Flu” 

According to a statement, the team plans to determine if humans are immune to these new variants. In the 

meantime, García-Sastre suggests vaccinating dogs and monitoring the situation to ensure the flu does not 

crossover into humans, according to The Telegraph. 

 

https://www.the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/54772/title/Dogs-in-Southern-China-Host-Several-

Strains-of-Flu/ 

  

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/dog-flu-outbreak-pandemic-infection-swine-bird-infection-h1n1-a8384481.html
https://www.the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/39189/title/Not-Swine-Flu/
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2018-06/asfm-dcb060118.php
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/0/beware-dog-flu-scientists-warn-family-pet-could-spark-next-pandemic/
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Scribit: the Programmable Robot that Draws on Walls (on Purpose) 

LAURA STAUGAITIS 

Invented by MIT Professor Carlo Ratti, the Scribit is a new robot drawing machine that creates text 

and images using erasable inks. The project’s creators bill it as a useful tool in work environments as 

well as an easy and interchangeable way to decorate one’s home. The robot draws its imagery either 

from an app or from files that users upload themselves. Scribit is currently funding on Kickstarter, 

where it reached its goal within two hours.

 

 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/scribit-drawing-robot/
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/about/#laura
http://dusp.mit.edu/faculty/carlo-ratti
https://www.scribit.design/
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/1864378255/scribit-turn-your-wall-into-an-interactive-canvas
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http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/scribit-drawing-

robot/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f  
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We don’t need nearly as much protein as we consume 

Many of us consciously eat a high-protein diet, with protein-rich products readily available, but how 

much protein do we really need? And does it actually help us lose weight?  

 By Jessica Brown 

In the early 20th Century, Arctic explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson spent a collective five years eating 

just meat. This meant that his diet consisted of around 80% fat and 20% protein. Twenty years 

later, he did the same as part of a year-long experiment at the New York City’s Bellevue Hospital in 

1928. 

Stefansson wanted to disprove those who argued that humans cannot survive if they only eat meat. But 

unfortunately for him, in both settings he very quickly became ill when he was eating lean meats 

without any fat. He developed "protein poisoning”, nicknamed “rabbit starvation”. His symptoms 

disappeared after he lowered his protein intake and he raised his fat intake. In fact, after returning to 

New York City and to a typical US diet with more normal levels of protein, he reportedly found his 

health deteriorating and returned to a low-carb, high fat, and high protein diet until his death aged 83. 

His early experiments are some of the few recorded cases of high protein intake having extreme adverse 

effects – but despite soaring sales of protein supplements, many of us are still unsure how much protein 

we need, how best to consume it, and if too much, or too little, is dangerous. 

Despite obesity rates doubling over the past two decades, we’re becoming increasingly conscious of 

what we’re eating. In recent years many of us have swapped white bread for brown and wholemeal 

bread and full-fat milk for skimmed. Taking centre stage in our health kick is protein, with protein 

balls, bars and enhanced protein versions of staple products, from cereals to soup, dominating 

supermarket shelves. And with the global protein supplements market valued at $12.4bn (£9.2bn) in 

2016, it’s clear we’re buying into the idea that we need as much protein as possible. 

But some experts now argue that foods with inflated protein (and prices) are a waste of money. 

Protein is essential for the body to grow and repair. Protein-rich food such as dairy, meat, eggs, fish 

and beans are broken down into amino acids in the stomach and absorbed in the small intestine, then 

the liver sorts out which amino acids the body needs. The rest is flushed out in our urine. 

Adults who aren’t especially active are advised to eat roughly 0.75g of protein per day for each 

kilogram they weigh. On average, this is 55g for men and 45g for women – or two palm-sized portions 

of meat, fish, tofu, nuts or pulses. 

Not getting enough protein can lead to hair loss, skin breakouts and weight loss as muscle mass 

decreases. But these side effects are very rare, and largely only occur in those with eating disorders. 

Despite that, most of us have long associated protein with building muscle. This is accurate. Strength-

based exercise causes a breakdown of protein in the muscle. For muscles to grow stronger, the proteins 

http://www.comby.org/documents/documents_in_english/stefansson-diet-adventures.htm
http://www.comby.org/documents/documents_in_english/stefansson-diet-adventures.htm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-41953530
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-35595530
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-35595530
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/protein-supplements-market
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/protein-supplements-market
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need to rebuild. A type of amino acid called leucine plays a particularly big part in triggering protein 

synthesis. 

Some experts even argue that not consuming protein post-workout could cause the breakdown of 

muscle to be higher than the synthesis – meaning there’s no net gain in muscle mass. Supplement 

brands advise drinking protein shakes after a workout to help the growth and repair of muscle tissue, 

usually in the form of leucine-rich whey protein, a by-product of making cheese. 

 

Many people consume sport nutrition products such as protein bars and shakes (Credit: Getty Images) 

Many consumers agree. Research company Mintel’s 2017 Report found that 27% of Brits use sport 

nutrition products such as protein bars and shakes. This figure rises to 39% for those who exercise 

more than once a week. But more than half of the individuals who use the products (63%) find it 

difficult to tell whether they’re having any effect. 

Protein bars are really just candy bars with a bit of extra protein 

Indeed, research on the muscle-building power of protein supplements is varied. A 2014 analysis of 36 

papers found that protein supplements have no impact on lean mass and muscle strength during the 

first few weeks of resistance training in untrained individuals. 

Over time and if the training becomes harder, supplements can promote muscle growth. However, the 

paper also concludes that these changes have not been proven over the long term. A 2012 review paper 

further says that protein “increases physical performance, training recovery and lean body mass”… 

but for the benefit to be optimal, it should be in combination with a fast-acting carbohydrate. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3529694/
http://store.mintel.com/attitudes-towards-sports-nutrition-uk-june-2017
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265175365_The_Effects_of_Protein_Supplements_on_Muscle_Mass_Strength_and_Aerobic_and_Anaerobic_Power_in_Healthy_Adults_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265175365_The_Effects_of_Protein_Supplements_on_Muscle_Mass_Strength_and_Aerobic_and_Anaerobic_Power_in_Healthy_Adults_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3529694/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/wc/p067wc3q.jpg
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But even if athletes and gym goers may benefit from a post-workout protein boost, that doesn’t mean 

they should reach for the supplements and smoothies. Most people get more than their daily 

recommended allowance from food, says Kevin Tipton, a sport professor of the University of Stirling. 

“There’s no need for anyone to have supplements. They’re a convenient way to get protein, but there’s 

nothing in supplements you can’t get in food. Protein bars are really just candy bars with a bit of extra 

protein.” 

The global protein supplements market was valued at $12.4bn (£9.2bn) in 2016 (Credit: Getty Images) 

Tipton adds that even among bodybuilders, products like whey protein aren’t as critical as they are 

hyped up to be. “There’s too much focus on which supplements to take, as opposed to getting in the 

gym and working harder. There are so many other variables, such as sleep, stress and diet,” he says. 

We need to maintain our muscle mass as we age, because we become less active and frail 

Most experts agree with Tipton that protein is best consumed in food instead of supplements. But there 

are some exceptions, such as athletes who find it difficult to hit their daily protein targets, points out 

Graeme Close, professor of human physiology at Liverpool John Moores University. “I believe most 

need more than the recommended daily allowance, and there’s good evidence to support this,” he says. 

In this case, he says, a shake can be useful. 

Another demographic who can benefit from extra protein? The elderly. That’s because as we age, we 

need more protein to retain muscle mass. But we also tend to eat less protein as we get older because 

our taste-buds begin to prefer sweet over savoury. 

Emma Stevenson, professor of sport and exercise science at Newcastle University, is working with food 

companies to get more protein into snacks that the elderly  are known to regularly buy, such as biscuits. 

“We need to maintain our muscle mass as we age, because we become less active and frail,” she says.  

https://theconversation.com/just-eat-well-the-250m-gym-supplements-industry-isnt-working-out-24748
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22150425
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/wc/p067wcp6.jpg
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Close says the elderly should increase protein intake to around 1.2g per kg body weight. 

Most people get more than their daily recommended allowance of protein from their diet (Credit: Getty 

Images) 

Fortunately, it’s difficult to have too much protein. While we do have an upper limit of protein intake, 

it’s “virtually impossible” to reach, says Tipton. “There are concerns among some dieticians that a high 

protein diet can hurt the kidneys and bones, but evidence in otherwise healthy people is minimal. It is 

possible there could be a problem if someone with an underlying kidney [issue] eats high amounts of 

protein, but the odds of any adverse effects are very low.” 

If you’re trying to lose weight, it’s more important to have a high-protein breakfast 

But while protein itself isn’t harmful, many protein supplements are high in carbohydrates called 

FODMAPs that trigger digestive symptoms like bloating, gas and stomach pain. Stevenson advises 

reading labels carefully on supplements, bars and balls. “Often, they’re very high in calories and 

contain huge amounts of carbs, often in form of sugar. You shouldn’t necessarily think that because it 

says it’s high protein that its healthy,” she says. 

Weight loss 

Protein has long been linked to weight loss, with low-carb, high-protein diets such as Paleo and Atkins 

promising to prolong the feeling of fullness. People fail to lose weight often because they feel hungry, 

and MRI studies have shown that a high-protein breakfast can help stop cravings later in the day. 

There is sufficient evidence that protein is satiating, says Alex Johnstone of the University of Aberdeen. 

If you’re trying to lose weight, it’s therefore more important to have a high-protein breakfast, such as 

beans on toast or a dairy smoothie, rather than to have supplements. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28404575
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/wc/p067wchk.jpg
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But she doesn’t advocate “Atkins-type” diets and has found that cutting out carbohydrates has adverse 

affects on gut health (and we now know that maintaining a healthy gut is crucial to many aspects of our 

health and well-being). 

 

Protein balls are often high in calories and can contain huge amounts of carbs (Credit: Getty Images) 

Instead, Johnstone recommends that overweight people eat a high-protein and moderate-carb diet, 

consisting of 30% protein, 40% carbs and 30% fat – compared to the average diet of around 15% 

protein, 55% carbs and 35% fat. 

But, of course, upping protein intake alone won’t help you lose weight. Choosing lean meat such as 

chicken or fish is key. Studies also show that eating large amounts of animal protein is linked to weight 

gain and red meat in particular is linked to an increased risk of cancer as well as heart disease. 

Consuming more protein than need is wasteful in terms of money, and it’s paid down the toilet 

There are, though, healthy proteins which are not meat like mycoprotein, a plant-based protein derived 

from fungi. Mycoproteins like Quorn are high in fibre as well as protein. 

Researchers now are looking into how this unique composition (of both protein and fibre) can affect 

satiety and insulin levels, which are linked to type two diabetes. One team compared a mycoprotein diet 

to a chicken diet and found that the insulin levels in those who ate quorn achieved the same sugar 

control, but needed less insulin to be produced by the pancreas. 

The risk of consuming too much protein is small, but the bigger risk might just be falling for 

overpriced products offering us more protein than we need. “Some products labelled as high protein 

aren’t, and they’re quite expensive. Anyway, consuming more protein than need is wasteful in terms of 

money, and it’s paid down the toilet,” says Johnstone. 

https://www.nutrition.org.uk/attachments/649_4.%20Dr%20Alex%20Johnstone_High%20Protein%20Low%20carbohydrate.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zq7nj6f
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zq7nj6f
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5357654/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-17345967
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/british-journal-of-nutrition/article/mycoprotein-reduces-energy-intake-and-postprandial-insulin-release-without-altering-glucagonlike-peptide1-and-peptide-tyrosinetyrosine-concentrations-in-healthy-overweight-and-obese-adults-a-randomisedcontrolled-trial/0F85EC98A2F1AF815C504AB0677643B3
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/wb/p067wbrq.jpg
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Supplement brands advise drinking protein shakes after a workout to help the growth and repair of 

muscle tissue (Credit: Getty Images) 

 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180522-we-dont-need-nearly-as-much-protein-as-we-consume  

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/wd/p067wd42.jpg
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Well-controlled type 1 diabetes over long duration linked to minimal cognitive decline 

 

Jack Woodfield 

 

Well-controlled type 1 diabetes over long duration linked to minimal cognitive decline 

Related News 

Good long-term control of type 1 diabetes is likely to ensure good cognitive function in old age, 

new research suggests.  

 

The effects of very long type 1 diabetes duration on cognitive function were investigated by the Joslin 

Diabetes Center. 

 

The US researchers found that a cohort of adults with type 1 diabetes of 50 years' duration or more displayed 

more signs of decreased cognitive ability.  

 

These 82 participants, known as the Joslin Medalists, completed a series of memory tests and were compared 

to 31-age matched individuals with type 2 diabetes and 30 control participants with no diabetes. 

 

While the Medalists' performance was slightly worse than those without diabetes, the results were very 

positive. Overall, there were no clinical signs of mild cognitive decline for the Medalists, who remained 

within a normal range of function for people of their age. 

 

"Nobody among the Medalists needs to worry; this is a very healthy group that's showing minimal signs of 

cognitive decline," said lead author Gail Musen, PhD, an assistant investigator in Joslin's Research Division.  

 

"However, these small deficits may be avoidable with self-care behaviours that help minimize diabetes 

complications." 

 

https://www.diabetes.co.uk/contributors/jack-woodfield.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/results.asp?q=type+1+diabetes&client=google-csbe&cx=000186758417407522161:b5hp6lp7xao&cof=FORID:11
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/results.asp?q=cognitive+function&client=google-csbe&cx=000186758417407522161:b5hp6lp7xao&cof=FORID:11
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/results.asp?q=research&client=google-csbe&cx=000186758417407522161:b5hp6lp7xao&cof=FORID:11
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/forum/threads/memory-test-at-db-review.123044/page-2
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/type2-diabetes.html
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A key factor in the Medalists living for over 50 years comes down to maintaining good control of type 1 

diabetes and living healthy lifestyles. 

 

The researchers found that diabetic retinopathy played a role in decreasing performance in one of the tests, a 

psychomotor test which involved placing small key-shaped pegs into slots. Another finding was in identifying 

a link between memory changes and signs of cardiovascular disease.  

 

People with type 1 diabetes can prevent cognitive decline by keeping good control of blood sugar levels, 

eating healthy real, unprocessed foods, getting regular exercise and avoiding unhealthy lifestyle habits such as 

smoking or regular intake of alcohol. 

 

These new findings, according to the researchers, add further weight to the benefits of exercise because more 

physical activity is linked with a reduction in cardiovascular disease risk. As with eye 

complications, cardiovascular disease is known to be a marker for increased cognitive decline.  

 

"Since both eye and cardiovascular diseases in diabetic patients are treatable, we are very hopeful the 

cognitive decline in type 1 diabetes is also preventable," said George King, MD, Joslin's Chief Scientific 

Officer and Director of Research Division. 

 

"We want to further study this population, to better understand these processes and find therapies to protect 

against them." 

 

The findings have been published in the journal Diabetes Care. 

https://www.diabetes.co.uk/news/2018/jun/well-controlled-type-1-diabetes-over-long-duration-linked-to-

minimal-cognitive-decline-93747064.html 

  

https://www.diabetes.co.uk/news/2017/jul/good-blood-sugar-control-essential-to-prevent-cardiovascular-disease-in-type-1-diabetes-96701953.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/news/2017/jul/good-blood-sugar-control-essential-to-prevent-cardiovascular-disease-in-type-1-diabetes-96701953.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/diabetes-complications/diabetes-and-memory-loss.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/diabetes_care/blood-sugar-level-ranges.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/Diabetes-and-fitness.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/diabetes-complications/heart-disease.html
http://care.diabetesjournals.org/content/early/2018/05/25/dc17-1955
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/news/2018/jun/well-controlled-type-1-diabetes-over-long-duration-linked-to-minimal-cognitive-decline-93747064.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/news/2018/jun/well-controlled-type-1-diabetes-over-long-duration-linked-to-minimal-cognitive-decline-93747064.html
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It Can Happen Here 

Cass R. Sunstein 

 

‘National Socialist,’ circa 1935; photograph by August Sander from his People of the Twentieth 

Century. A new collection of his portraits, August Sander: Persecuted/Persecutors, will be published by 

Steidl this fall. 

 

http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/cass-r-sunstein/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/sunstein_1-062818.jpg
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They Thought They Were Free: The Germans, 1933–45 

by Milton Mayer, with a new afterword by Richard J. Evans 

University of Chicago Press, 378 pp., $20.00 (paper) 

Broken Lives: How Ordinary Germans Experienced the Twentieth Century  

by Konrad H. Jarausch 

Princeton University Press, 446 pp., $35.00 

Liberal democracy has enjoyed much better days. Vladimir Putin has entrenched authoritarian rule and is 

firmly in charge of a resurgent Russia. In global influence, China may have surpassed the United States, and 

Chinese president Xi Jinping is now empowered to remain in office indefinitely. In light of recent turns 

toward authoritarianism in Turkey, Poland, Hungary, and the Philippines, there is widespread talk of a 

“democratic recession.” In the United States, President Donald Trump may not be sufficiently committed to 

constitutional principles of democratic government. 

In such a time, we might be tempted to try to learn something from earlier turns toward authoritarianism, 

particularly the triumphant rise of the Nazis in Germany in the 1930s. The problem is that Nazism was so 

horrifying and so barbaric that for many people in nations where authoritarianism is now achieving a 

foothold, it is hard to see parallels between Hitler’s regime and their own governments. Many accounts of the 

Nazi period depict a barely imaginable series of events, a nation gone mad. That makes it easy to take comfort 

in the thought that it can’t happen again. 

But some depictions of Hitler’s rise are more intimate and personal. They focus less on well-known leaders, 

significant events, state propaganda, murders, and war, and more on the details of individual lives. They help 

explain how people can not only participate in dreadful things but also stand by quietly and live fairly 

ordinary days in the midst of them. They offer lessons for people who now live with genuine horrors, and also 

for those to whom horrors may never come but who live in nations where democratic practices and norms are 

under severe pressure. 

Milton Mayer’s 1955 classic They Thought They Were Free, recently republished with an afterword by the 

Cambridge historian Richard J. Evans, was one of the first accounts of ordinary life under Nazism. Dotted 

with humor and written with an improbably light touch, it provides a jarring contrast with Sebastian Haffner’s 

devastating, unfinished 1939 memoir, Defying Hitler, which gives a moment-by-moment, you-are-there 

feeling to Hitler’s rise. (The manuscript was discovered by Haffner’s son after the author’s death and 

published in 2000 in Germany, where it became an immediate sensation.)* A much broader perspective comes 

from Konrad Jarausch’s Broken Lives, an effort to reconstruct the experience of Germans across the entire 

twentieth century. What distinguishes the three books is their sense of intimacy. They do not focus on historic 

figures making transformative decisions. They explore how ordinary people attempted to navigate their lives 

under terrible conditions. 

Haffner’s real name was Raimund Pretzel. (He used a pseudonym so as not to endanger his family while in 

exile in England.) He was a journalist, not a historian or political theorist, but he interrupts his riveting 

narrative to tackle a broad question: “What is history, and where does it take place?” He objects that most 

works of history give “the impression that no more than a few dozen people are involved, who happen to be 

‘at the helm of the ship of state’ and whose deeds and decisions form what is called history.” In his view, 

that’s wrong. What matters are “we anonymous others” who are not just “pawns in the chess game,” because 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/022652583X?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=022652583X
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/069117458X?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=069117458X
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/hitlers-rise-it-can-happen-here/#fn-*
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the “most powerful dictators, ministers, and generals are powerless against the simultaneous mass decisions 

taken individually and almost unconsciously by the population at large.” Haffner insists on the importance of 

investigating “some very peculiar, very revealing, mental processes and experiences,” involving “the private 

lives, emotions and thoughts of individual Germans.” 

Mayer had the same aim. An American journalist of German descent, he tried to meet with Hitler in 1935. He 

failed, but he did travel widely in Nazi Germany. Stunned to discover a mass movement rather than a tyranny 

of a diabolical few, he concluded that his real interest was not in Hitler but in people like himself, to whom 

“something had happened that had not (or at least not yet) happened to me and my fellow-countrymen.” In 

1951, he returned to Germany to find out what had made Nazism possible. 

In They Thought They Were Free, Mayer decided to focus on ten people, different in many respects but with 

one characteristic in common: they had all been members of the Nazi Party. Eventually they agreed to talk, 

accepting his explanation that he hoped to enable the people of his nation to have a better understanding of 

Germany. Mayer was truthful about that and about nearly everything else. But he did not tell them that he was 

a Jew. 

In the late 1930s—the period that most interested Mayer—his subjects were working as a janitor, a soldier, a 

cabinetmaker, an office manager, a baker, a bill collector, an inspector, a high school teacher, and a police 

officer. One had been a high school student. All were male. None of them occupied positions of leadership or 

influence. All of them referred to themselves as “wir kleine Leute, we little people.” They lived in Marburg, a 

university town on the river Lahn, not far from Frankfurt. 

Mayer talked with them over the course of a year, under informal conditions—coffee, meals, and long, 

relaxed evenings. He became friends with each (and throughout he refers to them as such). As he put it, with 

evident surprise, “I liked them. I couldn’t help it.” They could be ironic, funny, and self-deprecating. Most of 

them enjoyed a joke that originated in Nazi Germany: “What is an Aryan? An Aryan is a man who is tall like 

Hitler, blond like Goebbels, and lithe like Göring.” They also could be wise. Speaking of the views of 

ordinary people under Hitler, one of them asked: 

Opposition? How would anybody know? How would anybody know what somebody else opposes or doesn’t 

oppose? That a man says he opposes or doesn’t oppose depends upon the circumstances, where, and when, 

and to whom, and just how he says it. And then you must still guess why he says what he says. 

When Mayer returned home, he was afraid for his own country. He felt “that it was not German Man that I 

had met, but Man,” and that under the right conditions, he could well have turned out as his German friends 

did. He learned that Nazism took over Germany not “by subversion from within, but with a whoop and a 

holler.” Many Germans “wanted it; they got it; and they liked it.” 

Mayer’s most stunning conclusion is that with one partial exception (the teacher), none of his subjects “saw 

Nazism as we—you and I—saw it in any respect.” Where most of us understand Nazism as a form of tyranny, 

Mayer’s subjects “did not know before 1933 that Nazism was evil. They did not know between 1933 and 

1945 that it was evil. And they do not know it now.” Seven years after the war, they looked back on the 

period from 1933 to 1939 as the best time of their lives. 

Mayer suggests that even when tyrannical governments do horrific things, outsiders tend to exaggerate their 

effects on the actual experiences of most citizens, who focus on their own lives and “the sights which meet 

them in their daily rounds.” Nazism made things better for the people Mayer interviewed, not (as many think) 

because it restored some lost national pride but because it improved daily life. Germans had jobs and better 
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housing. They were able to vacation in Norway or Spain through the “Strength Through Joy” program. Fewer 

people were hungry or cold, and the sick were more likely to receive treatment. The blessings of the New 

Order, as it was called, seemed to be enjoyed by “everybody.” 

Even in retrospect Mayer’s subjects liked and admired Hitler. They saw him as someone who had 

“a feeling for masses of people” and spoke directly in opposition to the Versailles Treaty, to unemployment—

to all aspects of the existing order. They applauded Hitler for his rejection of “the whole pack”—“all the 

parliamentary politicians and all the parliamentary parties”—and for his “cleanup of moral degenerates.” The 

bank clerk described Hitler as “a spellbinder, a natural orator. I think he was carried away from truth, even 

from truth, by his passion. Even so, he always believed what he said.” 

Mayer did not bring up the topic of anti-Semitism with any of his subjects, but after a few meetings, each of 

them did so on his own, and they returned to it constantly. When the local synagogue was burned in 1938, 

most of the community was under only one obligation: “not to interfere.” Eventually Mayer showed his 

subjects the local newspaper from November 11, 1938, which contained a report: “In the interest of their own 

security, a number of male Jews were taken into custody yesterday. This morning they were sent away from 

the city.” None of them remembered seeing it, or indeed anything like it. 

The killing of six million Jews? Fake news. Four of Mayer’s subjects insisted that the only Jews taken to 

concentration camps were traitors to Germany, and that the rest were permitted to leave with their property or 

its fair market value. The bill collector agreed that the killing of the Jews “was wrong, unless they committed 

treason in wartime. And of course they did.” He added that “some say it happened and some say it didn’t,” 

and that you “can show me pictures of skulls…but that doesn’t prove it.” In any case, “Hitler had nothing to 

do with it.” The tailor spoke similarly: “If it happened, it was wrong. But I don’t believe it happened.” 

With evident fatigue, the baker reported, “One had no time to think. There was so much going on.” His 

account was similar to that of one of Mayer’s colleagues, a German philologist in the country at the time, who 

emphasized the devastatingly incremental nature of the descent into tyranny and said that “we had no time to 

think about these dreadful things that were growing, little by little, all around us.” The philologist pointed to a 

regime bent on diverting its people through endless dramas (often involving real or imagined enemies), and 

“the gradual habituation of the people, little by little, to being governed by surprise.” In his account, “each 

step was so small, so inconsequential, so well explained or, on occasion, ‘regretted,’” that people could no 

more see it “developing from day to day than a farmer in his field sees the corn growing. One day it is over 

his head.” 

Focusing largely on 1933, in Defying Hitler Haffner offers a radically different picture, in which the true 

nature of Nazism was evident to many Germans from the start. Just twenty-five years old that year and 

studying law with the goal of becoming a judge or administrator, he describes the mounting effects of Nazism 

on the lives of his high-spirited friends and fellow students, who were preoccupied with fun, job prospects, 

and love affairs. Haffner says that as soon as the Nazis took power, he was saved by his capacity to smell the 

rot: 

As for the Nazis, my nose left me with no doubts. It was just tiresome to talk about which of their alleged 

goals and intentions were still acceptable or even “historically justified” when all of it stank. How it stank! 

That the Nazis were enemies, my enemies and the enemies of all I held dear, was crystal clear to me from the 

outset. 

As Haffner describes it, a form of terror began quickly, as members of the SS made their presence felt, 

intimidating people in public places. At the same time, citizens were distracted by an endless stream of 
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festivities and celebrations. The intimidation, accompanied by the fervent, orchestrated pro-Nazi activity, 

produced an increase in fear, which led many skeptics to become Nazis. Nonetheless, people flirted, enjoyed 

romances, “went to the cinema, had a meal in a small wine bar, drank Chianti, and went dancing together.” 

Sounding here like Mayer’s subjects, Haffner writes that it was the “automatic continuation of ordinary life” 

that “hindered any lively, forceful reaction against the horror.” 

Ben Stansall/AFP/Getty Images 

A protest against the election of Trump outside the US embassy, London, November 2016 

In Haffner’s telling, the collapse of freedom and the rule of law occurred in increments, some of which 

seemed to be relatively small and insignificant. In 1933, when Nazi officers stood menacingly outside Jewish 

shops, Jews were merely “offended. Not worried or anxious. Just offended.” But Haffner insists that Hitler’s 

brutality and the ongoing politicization of everyday life were clear from the outset. In the early days of the 

regime, a self-styled republican advised him to avoid skeptical comments, which would be of no use: “I think 

I know the fascists better than you. We republicans must howl with the wolves.” 

Haffner catalogs the howling. Books started to disappear from bookshops and libraries. Journals and 

newspapers disappeared as well, and those that remained kept to the party line. Even in 1933, Germans who 

refused to become Nazis found themselves “in a fiendish situation: it was one of complete and unalleviated 

hopelessness; you were daily subjected to insults and humiliations.” Haffner sought refuge in the private 

domain, including with a small group of young people studying law, who had formed something like an 

intimate debating club. They were very good friends. One of the members, named Holz, held nationalistic 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/sunstein_2-062818.jpg
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views. Others disagreed, but it was all civil, the kind of energetic discussion young people often have about 

politics. 

The group fell apart when Holz accused Haffner of “ignoring the monumental developments in the resurgence 

of the German people” and of being “a latent danger to the state”—and ominously threatened to denounce 

him to the Gestapo. Not far from its end, Haffner’s narrative provides a delicate and almost unbearably 

moving account of several idyllic weeks with the love of his life, who was engaged to an Englishman and 

who was about to leave Germany for good. (Seeing his distress after informing him of her engagement, she 

responded with infinite gentleness: “For now I’m still here.”) Summarizing those weeks, and something about 

human resilience, Haffner’s unfinished manuscript offers some words from the poet Friedrich Hölderlin: “Let 

us not look forward/Nor back. Be cradled, as in/A swaying boat on the sea.” 

While Haffner concentrates largely on a single year, Jarausch’s topic is a century. In Broken Lives he draws 

on more than seventy personal memoirs produced by Germans who were mostly born in the 1920s. His aim is 

to produce a “vivid and personal picture of what it meant to live through the twentieth century,” rooted in the 

perspectives of people who were born after the carnage of World War I, and who generally enjoyed happy 

and even carefree childhoods in the Weimar Republic. It’s a wide-ranging, panoramic, revealing treatment, 

and for the most part, it’s very dark. 

Jarausch offers a fact-filled account of the lives of “Nazi adolescents” a few years younger than Haffner, and 

of the immense social pressures that led to the rapid growth of the Nazi movement among young people. One 

of the Nazis’ clever strategies, which they adopted immediately after assuming power, was to increase those 

pressures by enforcing “an appearance of unanimous support for the Third Reich.” Many Germans were not 

so much pro-Hitler as anti-anti-Hitler—and their opposition to Hitler’s adversaries aided his rise. Decades 

afterward, memoirists referred to their “happy times” in the Hitler Youth, focusing not on ideology but on 

hiking trips, camaraderie, and summer camps. 

In Jarausch’s account, things got much worse for Germans starting on September 1, 1939, when Germany 

invaded Poland. A few days later, England and France declared war on Germany. One memoirist noted that 

with the Great War looming in the background, “no flags were flying, there was no approval, no enthusiasm.” 

Jarausch painstakingly describes the ensuing developments, starting with the initial triumphs of the 

Wehrmacht and the rapid conquest of Poland, and ending with the Normandy invasion, the relentless advance 

of the Red Army, and Hitler’s suicide. 

After the war, defeat meant a new beginning for many, a kind of opportunity, and Jarausch shows how 

Germans—grim, shell-shocked, determined—returned to ordinary life and bet on a better future. Avoiding 

nationalism or even national pride, they succeeded in rebuilding their economy and their morale. Jarausch’s 

main focus is on West Germany, but he devotes considerable attention to the collapse of communism in the 

German Democratic Republic, suggesting that it foundered because it disappointed and disillusioned its 

citizens. Though his unifying theme is that the lives of countless Germans were broken in multiple ways, his 

conclusion is upbeat: many Germans have been transformed “into sincere democrats and pacifists who want 

to prevent a recurrence of earlier horrors.” 

For those who seek to understand the German experience in the twentieth century, Jarausch has done a 

tremendous service. He paints on a much broader canvas than Mayer and Haffner, even when he explores 

Hitler’s rise. But precisely because of the fine-grained, intimate nature of their accounts, Mayer and Haffner 

speak more directly to those concerned about what makes authoritarianism possible. Of course we can’t be 

sure whether to believe Mayer’s subjects when they claim ignorance of what Hitler actually did. (Mayer isn’t 
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sure either.) But they are convincing when they say that at the time they were mostly focused on their 

families, their friends, and their everyday lives. Haffner’s depiction of the “automatic continuation of ordinary 

life,” possible for so many amid their government’s step-by-step assault on freedom and dignity, is in the 

same vein. 

All three authors are keenly aware that their narratives offer important lessons, and these should not be lost on 

contemporary readers. Turkey, for example, has been sliding toward authoritarianism through tactics not 

unlike those of the Nazis: jailing political dissidents, attacking freedom of speech, treating critics as enemies 

of the state, and obliterating checks and balances. Thus far, President Trump has been more bark than bite. 

But some of the barks have a history that is at once ugly and revealing. The Nazis applied the 

term Lügenpresse (lying press) to the mainstream press; President Trump refers to the “FAKE NEWS media,” 

which, he says, “is not my enemy, it is the enemy of the American People!” In significant domains (including 

climate change), his administration denigrates science; he has even failed to fill the position of White House 

science adviser. The Nazis also dismissed or politicized science (especially Einstein’s “Jewish Science”) in 

favor of what they claimed to be the spirit of the Volk. 

If the president of the United States is constantly lying, complaining that the independent press is responsible 

for fake news, calling for the withdrawal of licenses from television networks, publicly demanding jail 

sentences for political opponents, undermining the authority of the Department of Justice and the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation, magnifying social divisions, delegitimizing critics as “crooked” or “failing,” and 

even refusing, in violation of the law, to protect young children against the risks associated with lead paint—

well, it’s not fascism, but the United States has not seen anything like it before. 

With our system of checks and balances, full-blown authoritarianism is unlikely to happen here, but it would 

be foolish to ignore the risks that Trump and his administration pose to established norms and institutions, 

which help preserve both order and liberty. Those risks will grow if opposition to violations of long-standing 

norms is limited to Democrats, and if Republicans laugh, applaud, agree with, or make excuses for Trump—if 

they howl with the wolf. 

In their different ways, Mayer, Haffner, and Jarausch show how habituation, confusion, distraction, self-

interest, fear, rationalization, and a sense of personal powerlessness make terrible things possible. They call 

attention to the importance of individual actions of conscience both small and large, by people who never 

make it into the history books. Nearly two centuries ago, James Madison warned: “Is there no virtue among 

us? If there be not, we are in a wretched situation. No theoretical checks—no form of government can render 

us secure.” Haffner offered something like a corollary, which is that the ultimate safeguard against aspiring 

authoritarians, and wolves of all kinds, lies in individual conscience: in “decisions taken individually and 

almost unconsciously by the population at large.” 

1. * 

Sebastian Haffner, Defying Hitler: A Memoir, translated by Oliver Pretzel (Picador, 2003). ↩ 

 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/hitlers-rise-it-can-happen-here/  

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/06/28/hitlers-rise-it-can-happen-here/#fnr-*
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Pain bias: The health inequality rarely discussed 

When they’re in pain, women wait longer in emergency departments and are less likely to be given 

effective painkillers than men. BBC Future investigates for our new series the Health Gap. 

 

'I left his office thinking it was perhaps anxiety' (Credit: Getty Images) 

 

 By Jennifer Billock 

 

In 2009, my doctor told me that, like “a lot of women”, I was paying too much attention to my body. Saying 

there wasn’t an issue, he suggested I just relax and try to ignore the symptoms. 

The decision seemed to run counter to what my records showed. A few weeks earlier, I had ended up in the 

emergency room with chest pains and a heart rate hitting 220 beats per minute. The ER crew told me it was a 

panic attack, gave me Xanax and told me to try to sleep. 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l4/p067l4tr.jpg
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180521-the-health-gap-how-women-experience-the-medical-system
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I’d had panic attacks before. I knew this episode was not one. So I went to my doctor. 

You might also like these other stories in the Health Gap: 

• ‘Everybody was telling me there was nothing wrong’  

• Should we rename women’s body parts?  

• The health risks of maturing early    

He put me on a heart monitor overnight. Bingo: I had another episode, this time recorded. It didn’t matter. I 

still left his office thinking it was perhaps anxiety. And so, listening to the advice, I tried to ignore the pain. 

Until it happened again. And again. First every month, then every week. Over the following nine years, I 

would complain about it and be told again that I was having panic attacks or anxiety, that women don't feel 

heart pain the way I was feeling it, and that maybe I was just confused. (Find out more: Can you have a heart 

attack and not realise it?) 

My experience was not uncommon. Abby Norman, author of Ask Me About My Uterus, went through a 

similar path to discovering she had endometriosis, a painful condition where endometrial tissue grows on 

other organs than the uterus. Several doctors told her she had a urinary tract infection – until she went to an 

appointment with her boyfriend, who could vouch for her pain. Norman writes that she also struggled to be 

diagnosed with appendicitis; one doctor decided her symptoms were the result of childhood sexual abuse, 

even though Norman was clear that that never had happened. 

 

In the medical industry, women’s pain often is dismissed (Credit: Getty Images) 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180521-the-health-gap-how-women-experience-the-medical-system
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180523-how-gender-bias-affects-your-healthcare
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180531-how-womens-body-parts-have-been-named-after-men
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180611-the-health-risks-of-girls-maturing-early
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20170912-can-you-have-a-heart-attack-and-not-realise-it
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20170912-can-you-have-a-heart-attack-and-not-realise-it
https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/abby-norman/ask-me-about-my-uterus/9781568585819/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l3/p067l3f9.jpg
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Both anecdotes and academic research point to a disturbing trend: in the medical industry, there’s a long 

history of dismissing women’s pain. More difficult to determine is whether this is due to gender bias, a lack of 

medical research on women, or actual differences between how the sexes interpret pain.  

One study found that women in emergency rooms are less likely to be taken seriously than men 

What we do know is that when it comes to pain, men and women are treated differently. One study, for 

example, found that women in the emergency department who report having acute pain are less likely to 

be given opioid painkillers (the most effective type) than men. After they are prescribed, women wait longer 

to receive them. 

Another study found that women in emergency departments are less likely to be taken seriously than 

men. In a 2014 study from Sweden, once in the A&E women waited significantly longer to see a doctor and 

were less often classified as an urgent case. 

This can have lethal consequences. In May 2018 in France, a 22-year old woman called emergency 

services saying her abdominal pain was so acute she felt she was "going to die." "You'll definitely die one 

day, like everyone else," the operator replied. When the woman was taken to hospital after a five-hour wait, 

she had a stroke and died of multiple organ failure. 

Seeing women treated differently in the emergency department is a fairly well established phenomenon, says 

Esther Chen, an emergency medicine doctor at Zuckerburg San Francisco General Hospital and co-author of 

the study on opioid painkillers. 

 

Once in the A&E, women wait significantly longer to see a doctor than men (Credit: Getty Images) 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/women-and-pain-disparities-in-experience-and-treatment-2017100912562
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18439195
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18439195
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=383803
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=383803
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/2077/39196/1/gupea_2077_39196_1.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-44107960
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-44107960
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l4/p067l430.jpg
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But “it’s hard to tease out whether it’s simply implicit bias – which all of us have – or whether it’s the way we 

judge women and pain in terms of their presentation for different clinical conditions,” Chen says. 

Her study, for example, researched acute abdominal pain. She suspects that women who present to the 

emergency department with abdominal pain are often assumed to have a gynaecological problem, which 

many doctors believe is less likely to require opioids than an acute surgical disease. 

Meanwhile, women are more likely to receive anti-anxiety medications than men when they come to a 

hospital with pain – and are more often written off as psychiatric patients. 

 

Rather than given tests to rule out physical conditions, women are more likely to be written off as psychiatric 

patients (Credit: Getty Images) 

“Women have been more often referred to psychologists or psychiatrists, whereas men are given tests to rule 

out actual organic conditions,” says Christin Veasley, co-founder and director at the Chronic Pain Research 

Alliance who helped compile the above report. 

As former executive director of the National Vulvodynia Association, Veasley saw an alarming track record 

of bad medical diagnoses and advice. 

It’s hard to imagine that a medical professional who took an oath to ‘do no harm’ could say these things – 

Christin Veasley  

“The things I heard from women… that doctors told them were completely ridiculous,” she says. “Things 

like, you must be having marital problems. Have a glass of wine before you have sex. It’ll be better. The list 

goes on and on. 

http://www.painmed.org/files/cecpw-policy-recommendations.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17156919/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17156919/
https://www.nva.org/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l4/p067l4gl.jpg
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“It’s hard to imagine that a medical professional who took an oath to ‘do no harm’ could say these things.” 

(Check back next week more on women and psychological diagnoses, our next story in the Health Gap). 

 

'Have a glass of wine before you have sex – it’ll be better' (Credit: Getty Images) 

The evidence that women are faster to go to the doctor is ‘surprisingly weak and inconsistent’ 

The common assumption is that women are quicker to complain of medical problems than men. Indeed, one 

UK study found, for example, that men consulted GPs 32% less than women. It’s possible that doctors 

therefore dismiss women’s reports of pain as less serious. 

But other evidence suggests that it is wrong to assume that women are more likely than men to complain 

about the same pain. A meta-analysis of studies on two common types of pain, back pain and headache, found 

that men and women were equally likely to go to the doctor. The evidence that women are faster to go to 

the doctor is “surprisingly weak and inconsistent”, the researchers wrote. A similar study found women 

were no more likely to consult a GP than men with the same pain symptoms. 

http://bbc.com/future/story/20180521-the-health-gap-how-women-experience-the-medical-system
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/3/8/e003320
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3104816/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3104816/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10387413
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10387413
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l4/p067l410.jpg
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Research has found that women have a lower pain tolerance than men (Credit: Getty Images) 

Still, many researchers and doctors point out that studies dating as far back as 1972 and as recently 

as 2003 show that women have a lower pain tolerance than men – something encouraged, of course, by 

cultural gender norms. Research also has found that women present with symptoms more closely 

resembling anxiety and have a higher tendency of becoming addicted to opioids, points out Karen Sibert, 

president of the California Society of Anesthesiologists. 

When people are anxious, their pain tolerance becomes less – Karen Sibert 

As a result, it might be entirely appropriate to dole out anti-anxiety medication to women before taking the 

extra step of painkillers, Sibert says. “When people are anxious, their pain tolerance becomes less,” she says. 

“It may be best to try to get their anxiety and fear under control first and then see what the pain requirements 

are.” 

Another complication is that oestrogen alters both the perception of pain and the response to painkillers, 

says Nicole Woitowich, director of science outreach and education at the Women’s Health Research 

Institute. 

That means there are “sex differences in the way women experience pain”, Woitowich says. So it’s 

imperative that women and men are treated differently in order to develop a personalised approach to the 

patient’s care. 

https://www.secretintelligenceservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/2010-06-29-Woodrow-548.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304395902003305
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17156919/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17156919/
https://annals-general-psychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1744-859X-5-13
https://annals-general-psychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1744-859X-5-13
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2235192/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2745644/
https://www.womenshealth.northwestern.edu/
https://www.womenshealth.northwestern.edu/
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l2/p067l2tj.jpg
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There are sex differences between how men and women experience pain (Credit: Getty Images) 

If doctors want to focus on treating patients in a tailored, effective way, they “should at least start by treating 

patients based on their chromosomal makeup, either male (XY) or female (XX),” Woitowich says. 

Sex study 

But to know exactly what those differences are – and how they affect treatment – much more research is 

needed. 

Before 1990, clinical trials and diagnoses in the US focussed on men 

Before 1990, the year the National Institutes of Health (NIH) introduced the Office of Research on 

Women’s Health, clinical trials and diagnoses in the US focussed on men. (These trials often were overseen 

by men as well.) In Europe, women have been similarly left out of studies. Same with Canadaand the UK. 

That led to a massive body of medical evidence, including pain-focused lab studies, with a predominantly 

male perspective. 

“When the history of an ailment, including the defining of textbook cases, is largely being 

written by men about men, it becomes the precedent to which anyone else is held up,” Norman says. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236535/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236535/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/health-consumers/news/health-experts-urge-greater-gender-balance-in-clinical-trials/
http://www.whp-apsf.ca/pdf/clinicalTrialsEN.pdf
https://www.popsci.com/surprise-researchers-think-women-are-being-excluded-from-clinical-trials
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l2/p067l2y9.jpg
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When what doctors know about a health condition is based mostly on studies of men, men’s experiences 

become the norm against which women are measured (Credit: Getty Images) 

In 2015, the US’s NIH introduced a policy that requires medical investigators to take sex into 

consideration as a biological variable. Now, anyone who applies for grant funding from the NIH must either 

research both males and females, or give compelling reasoning for why only one sex should be examined. We 

have yet to see, though, if it will make a difference. “Since this policy is relatively new, it may take a few 

more years before we see if it has made an impact on how research is conducted and if it has become more 

inclusive,” Woitowich says. 

In 2017, the National Health Service in the UK also issued a similar dictum that the NHS must “listen to 

women” – though this was only meant to speed up endometriosis diagnoses. Since the early 2000s, Canada 

and Europe have incorporated similar policies; however, none of these have become laws or requirements, 

instead operating as suggestions and advice for researchers. 

That doesn’t, however, eliminate the innate biases that physicians and other medical workers tend to have 

towards women’s pain. 

A study showed patients with more ‘feminine’ personality traits across both genders had a higher risk of poor 

access to care 

Louise Pilote of Quebec’s McGill University Health Center co-authored a study showing patients with more 

‘feminine’ personality traits across both genders had a higher risk of poor access to care. On the surface 

it may seem like that backs an implicit bias between treating men and women. But she points out that it was 

more complicated: the variations actually stemmed from poverty and how ‘feminine’ the personality, 

according to traits outlined in the Bem Sex Role Inventory, not from biological sex. 

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-15-102.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-15-102.html
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2017/nov/20/healthcare-gender-bias-women-pain
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2017/nov/20/healthcare-gender-bias-women-pain
http://genderedinnovations.stanford.edu/policy/timeline.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3986312/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3986312/
https://www.psytoolkit.org/survey-library/sex-role-bem.html
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l3/p067l3rc.jpg
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Pilote also has an evidence-based explanation for why my own heart issues were postponed for so long. Heart 

disease is less prevalent in women than men. It occurs later in life in women. And when women are seen for 

cardiac issues, they often focus on symptoms outside the realm of chest pain, she says. 

 

Heart disease is less prevalent in women than men (Credit: Getty Images) 

Indeed, I was mostly concerned with how I felt as a result of my chest pain and rapid heartbeat: lightheaded, 

out of breath, and dizzy. I can see why a doctor might consider it to be simple anxiety. 

In January 2018, I finally found resolution in the form of a different cardiologist, a woman who listened and 

didn't explain away my pain as just a side effect of worrying or anxiety. I got back on a heart monitor, 

received an official diagnosis –and in March underwent surgery. 

Perhaps I waited almost 10 years for treatment because heart disease is less common in women. Perhaps 

because my symptoms truly sounded like textbook anxiety. Or perhaps because of gender-based assumptions 

that women are more likely to complain of pain and less likely to have physical reasons for it. 

Even if I think my gender had everything to do with it, I’m not sure it will ever be possible to know for sure. 

And all that says to me is we have a long way to go before women and their pain can be fully understood. 

This story is part of the Health Gap, a special series about how men and women experience the medical 

system – and their own health – in starkly different ways. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180518-the-inequality-in-how-women-are-treated-for-pain  

http://bbc.com/future/story/20180521-the-health-gap-how-women-experience-the-medical-system
http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/67/l3/p067l376.jpg
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Blood Cells Can Transform into Brain Cells, New Study Shows 

By Yasemin Saplakoglu, Staff Writer | June 6, 2018 05:32pm ET 

 

 

Credit: Ikon Images/Getty 

Unless you're a werewolf or a superhero, you can't easily transform into something you're not — but your 

cells can. 

Scientists recently found a way to convert an immune-system cell into a neuron — two cells with totally 

different shapes and very different functions. The hope is that the technique could help researchers study a 

patient's brain from a blood sample. 

The study was published on Monday (June 4) in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences. 

Advertisement 

"Blood is one of the easiest biological samples to obtain," Marius Wernig, an associate professor of pathology 

at Stanford University, said in a statement. "Nearly every patient who walks into a hospital leaves a blood 

sample, and often these samples are frozen and stored for future study." [Top 10 Mysteries of the Mind] 

Stem cells — which can turn into many different types of cells — are typically the go-to way for researchers 

to create a cell of choice. But sometimes other cells that have already differentiated, or reached their mature 

http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2018/05/30/1720273115
http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2018/05/30/1720273115
http://med.stanford.edu/news/all-news/2018/06/human-blood-cells-transformed-into-functional-neurons.html
https://www.livescience.com/11337-top-10-mysteries-mind.html
https://www.livescience.com/32369-what-is-a-stem-cell.html
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calling (having already turned into skin cells or blood cells, for instance) can morph into a totally different 

cell type. Researchers call this transformation "transdifferentiation." 

Wernig and his team first demonstrated their "transdifferentiation" technique in a study published in the 

journal Nature in 2010.  The team converted mouse skin cells into mouse neurons, without first turning them 

into stem cells. But the skin cells had to be grown in the lab for some time — time that could lead to genetic 

mutations that would alter a person's cells, according to the statement. 

To avoid this lag, Wernig and his team focused on T cells — white blood cells that play an important role in 

the immune system by helping to destroy pathogens. They found that with the addition of four proteins, in a 

short period of time, T cells transformed into a patient's own neurons, according to the statement. 

"It's kind of shocking how simple it is to convert T cells into functional neurons in just a few days," Wernig 

said. "T cells are very specialized immune cells with a simple round shape, so the rapid transformation is 

somewhat mind-boggling." (In contrast, neurons have elongated tails.) This technique could eventually be 

used to study the neurons of people who have schizophrenia and autism, in order to understand the origins of 

the diseases and identify potential treatments, the statement said. 

However, the neurons they created can't form mature synapses — spaces between neurons that are necessary 

for the cells to communicate with one another. According to the statement, Wernig and his team are hoping 

they can eventually improve the technique and have already begun to collect blood samples from children 

with autism. 

Originally published on Live Science. 

 

 

https://www.livescience.com/62756-blood-cells-morph-into-neurons.html 

  

https://www.nature.com/articles/nature08797
https://www.livescience.com/26579-immune-system.html
https://www.livescience.com/26579-immune-system.html
https://www.livescience.com/29365-human-brain.html
https://www.livescience.com/
https://www.livescience.com/62756-blood-cells-morph-into-neurons.html
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Vivid Rainbow Roads Trace Illuminated Pathways Across Forests and Beaches 

LAURA STAUGAITIS 

 

Daniel Mercadante has a slate of unique films under his belt, made in partnership with his wife Katina, 

as The Mercadantes, including Ball and Breathe. More recently, Daniel has been exploring the still 

image in a colorful series called Rainbow Road. The Mercadantes were based in California for many 

years, but after a move to rural Connecticut, Daniel looked for a way to add some warmth to the chilly 

blue hour during the Northeast’s long winters. 

Using long exposure photography and a  custom built lighting rig covered in colored gels, the process of 

creating the images is surprisingly simple: the roads are created by Daniel running around with the 

lighting rig. No other post-production manipulation occurs, other than basic color and exposure 

balancing. The photographer explains to Colossal, “after so many years focused on the moving image, 

I’ve struggled with singularly caught moments in still imagery—so I love how this project still requires 

images to be captured over 15sec-1 minute, so in some way they require the same passages of time that 

a shot in one of our short films might.” 

In addition to their Connecticut Rainbow Roads (which Daniel divulges may have a distant relation to 

the Mario Kart pathways of his youth) the Mercadantes have taken this colorful project to Guatemala, 

where local kids chose the photo shoot locations. Daniel reports that they hope to continue traveling 

with their low-tech, high-color Roads. You can see more from the Mercadantes 

on Instagram and Vimeo. 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/about/#laura
https://www.instagram.com/danielmercadante/
http://www.themercadantes.com/
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2012/08/ball-a-new-short-film-from-everynone/
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2015/01/breath-a-stunning-new-collection-film-exploring-how-we-breathe/
https://www.instagram.com/themercadantes/
https://vimeo.com/themercadantes
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http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/rainbow-roads/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f  
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At the Movies: Pandora’s Box 

Michael Wood 

Pandora’s Box, G.W. Pabst’s great silent film from 1929, is a classic portrait of the femme fatale. Or is 

it? The new print showing at the BFI allows us to think again, and the film now seems rather sceptical 

about fate, and much devoted to the ideas of chance and greed and obsession. 

The old story of Pandora’s box, an urn apparently until its Greek turned into Latin, was surely about 

blaming the ills of the world on the behaviour of a woman, and by extension on all the women who 

came after her. This is certainly what Hesiod thinks in his Theogony, as he ends his account of the 

creation of the beautiful figure: ‘This was the origin of the damnable race of women – a plague which 

men must live with.’ But Hesiod’s actual narrative suggests a quite different causality, not a woman 

who is to blame but a woman who can be blamed, a sort of glittering scapegoat. Zeus orders 

Hephaestus to make a ‘tender girl’ out of clay; Athena dresses her in ‘silvery clothes’ and a ‘marvellous 

embroidered veil’, adding a ‘golden diadem’ for good measure. Zeus breathes life into her and shows 

her to an ‘assembly of gods and men’. Both teams are said to have been ‘speechless when they saw how 

deadly and irresistible was the trick with which Zeus was going to catch mankind’. This girl doesn’t 

even need to open a box, she herself is trouble personified. 

Pabst’s film is based on two plays by Frank Wedekind, The Earth Spirit (1895) and Pandora’s 

Box (1904). His Lulu is a feral relative of the beautiful, damaging kept women who haunt 19th-century 

theatre and opera. A prologue to the first play tells us that she was ‘created to do harm, to tempt and 

lead astray’, and compares her to a snake. The speaker’s pretend-question – he is an animal-tamer in a 

circus – is whether she or a tiger is more dangerous. Even so, the character in the play is too volatile 

and human to stay obediently in the myth. A painter says he has never portrayed anyone whose 

expressions changed so constantly, and she herself says: ‘I don’t care what people think of me. I’d like 

above all not to be better than I am.’ This sounds sane rather than destructive, and her moralising, 

immoral lover is predictably shocked. She is the centre of plenty of storms, but she herself is not a 

storm. 

Wedekind refers literally to Pandora only in his title. Pabst has the prosecution lawyer invoke her 

name when Lulu is on trial. She has killed her lover in a scuffle caused by his trying to force her to kill 

herself with the revolver he has kindly provided. ‘Don’t make a murderer of me,’ he says. Why does he 

want her dead? Well, this is where Zeus’ trick seems to be working. The lover is an older man, the 

editor of a Berlin newspaper, and he has decided to ditch Lulu and marry a respectable person. In the 

movie’s first scene he grimly and awkwardly tells her the news. She laughs and invites him to kiss her. 

He refuses. She says: ‘Just because you’re getting married?’ She doesn’t care what people think of her, 

and she doesn’t care what he does, as long as he doesn’t leave her. 

But then he brings his fiancée to see Lulu in a revue, where she is a leading dancer. Lulu catches sight 

of her during a break, and refuses to return to the show. Everyone tries to persuade her to go back: the 

stage manager, the editor’s son, who is the show’s director, and the editor himself. Nothing works, until 

he ends up kissing her, and is caught out by his fiancée. Lulu is delighted – in an essay accompanying 

the Criterion Collection version of the film, J. Hoberman says ‘few movie moments are more 

electrifying’ than her ‘radiant smirk of triumph’ – and returns happily to her dance number. This is 

the one moment in the work where she does seem to be a femme fatale. She has her powers of 

enchantment, and she uses them. But for every irresistible person there is someone failing to resist, and 
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the arrogant, monocled lover is almost likeable here, a victim of desire rather than the pompous 

preacher he otherwise is. 

 

Now he decides he has to marry Lulu, and the next scene is the after-wedding party. It is because Lulu 

is so friendly at the feast with her former pimp – she has told her lover-husband that the man is her 

father – that he wants to kill her. Driven by outraged respectability, it appears, not jealousy. He’s not 

Othello. The pimp, now 77 years old, taught her how to dance and passed her on up the social ladder. 

He shows up periodically to say hello and collect a little money, and waxes quite sentimental about 

Lulu’s wedding. At the end of the movie he is still going strong, eating Christmas pudding while Lulu is 

being murdered by Jack the Ripper. Perhaps there is such a thing as an homme fatal, the indestructible 

buffoon who represents scruffy, cynical reason. 

At the trial, Lulu’s lawyer seems half in love with her himself, and so is almost too persuasive about the 

impossibility of her killing anyone. Lulu, repeatedly shown in elegant, hazy close-up, looks demure and 

modest, about as far from her usual self as she could be. It’s not that she usually looks guilty or 

complicated. She just looks as if she doesn’t know how not to have fun. Earlier, when she tells two of 

her friends that she has been offered a job by a trapeze artist, she runs lightly across the room and 

swings from a curtain rod to give them the idea. They are both, man and woman, in love with her, but 

that is not what their faces say. They just express wonderment and pleasure that such a person could 

exist. 

The prosecution lawyer has no case, just the myth we know. ‘The Greek gods,’ he says in his silent 

world and on a title card, ‘created a woman – beautiful, alluring, skilled in the arts of flattery.’ Again 

there is a note of intricate overdetermination. If this woman is going to wreak havoc by ‘unthinkingly’ 

opening a box, she could look like the Wicked Witch of the West and still do her job. ‘I call her 

Pandora,’ the lawyer says of Lulu, and demands the death sentence. Lulu gets five years, but friends of 

hers set off a fire alarm and she escapes from the court in the confusion. 

She was headed for Paris initially but ends up on a ship that serves as a casino, and everyone now uses 

her as an asset – her powers of seduction have turned into crude marketability. She funds the 

increasingly self-destructive gambling of her friend, her old lover’s son; an indigent marquis sells her to 

an Egyptian entrepreneur; and her colleague the trapeze artist wants her to back his new show. The 

logic is obvious, and leads only to the more ordinary type of prostitution. So she and her friend and her 

ancient pimp take off for England. ‘We must try to get a ship to London,’ the old boy says. Why 

London? It’s hard to find a reason internal to the story, but Pabst likes these meta-moments: Lulu 

can’t meet Jack the Ripper anywhere else. 

The film is full of shadows and mirrors, faces caught in the half-light. It uses silence as if it were an 

instrument of interpretation or obfuscation. And it is especially secretive about death. When Lulu 

shoots her lover, we glimpse only a puff of smoke rising between the two figures – his back is turned 

towards us, we can scarcely see her. Later she is clearly holding the gun. But then when he faces us, 

there is no sign of any wound: his white waistcoat is as immaculate as ever. He is dying of an allusion to 

shooting. Similarly when Jack the Ripper kills Lulu – he seemed at one point to have renounced his 

trade for the evening, since he threw away his own weapon – we see him pick up a kitchen knife, and 

the inference is clear. His obsession wavered, but is now back in force again. In the midst of an 

embrace, Lulu’s hand slackens, and falls away from the man’s body. There is no reason to doubt the 
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storyline, and I don’t think Pabst is trying to create an ambiguity. But the discretion is curious, and 

works well metaphorically. Lulu didn’t really ‘kill’ that man, though she did fire the gun. And she 

didn’t really ‘die’ when she was murdered; because energy and grace of the kind she embodies can’t 

die. Or rather: we know they can and do, but we don’t want to settle for this knowledge. Not 

straightaway, at least. 

 

 

Pabst’s Lulu is not Wedekind’s Lulu. But she is not all Pabst’s either. He had thought of casting 

Marlene Dietrich in the role, a wonderful idea. But a different idea. Louise Brooks’s performance has a 

kind of innocence that takes us a long way from Dietrich, and above all it relies on her ability to look as 

if she can’t stop laughing, even when she’s scared or angry. She has an infectious kindness too, she 

wants everyone to have a good time, and she has no respect for social distinctions. Who else would be so 

happy to see her former pimp, treat him as an old pal rather than an old pain or ghost? And when Jack 

the Ripper says he has no money, Brooks/Lulu says she likes him anyway, rather undermining the 

commercial point of her evening out. I can imagine Dietrich doing this as Lulu too, but it would play 

very differently. We would see a desolate irony, the kindness of despair, not an uncanny ability to 

forget what trouble is. What if Pandora did not thoughtlessly open the box? What if she looked inside 

and decided the worries of both gods and humans were exaggerated? 

 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/michael-wood/at-the-movies  
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Be Still, Life: A Songlike Illustrated Invitation to Living with Presence 

“Be still, life, be still at the break of dawn, and you’ll feel the sun’s light when you hear the morning’s 

song.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Life goes headlong,” Emerson lamented in contemplating how to live with presence in a culture of 

busyness, offering the antidote to our civilizational haste: “Now pause, now possession is required, and 

the power to swell the moment from the resources of our own heart until it supersedes sun & moon & solar 

system in its expanding immensity.” Half a century later, writing about the most important habit for 

living with presence, Hermann Hesse cautioned: “The high value put upon every minute of time, the idea 

of hurry-hurry as the most important objective of living, is unquestionably the most dangerous enemy of 

joy.” Another century later, in the midst of an ever-accelerating cultural trance of busyness, Annie 

Dillard distilled the heart of the paradox in her sublime insistence on choosing presence over 

productivity: “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.” 

An uncommonly tenderhearted, wide-eyed invitation to fill our days with lively presence comes in Be 

Still, Life (public library) — a splendid illustrated poem of a picture-book by Ohara Hale, whose work I 

have long cherished and who has the loveliest back-flap author bio I have ever encountered: 

Ohara Hale is a self-taught artist who works with many different forms and materials. She sings, 

writes, draws, and performs sounds, words, colors, and movements that are questions and ideas about 

love, life, nature, and all the unseen, unknown, and dreamed in between. Hale lives on planet Earth 

with her rescue dog, Banana. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/28/emerson-journals-surfaces/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/28/emerson-journals-surfaces/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/06/hermann-hesse-little-joys-my-belief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/06/hermann-hesse-little-joys-my-belief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/06/07/annie-dillard-the-writing-life-1/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/06/07/annie-dillard-the-writing-life-1/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/be-still-life/oclc/1005536827&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/ohara-hale/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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From the slumbering snail to the purposeful gentleness of the honeybees at work to the dance of the 

leaves in the whispering breeze, Hale beckons eye, heart, and mind to drink in the glorious aliveness of 

the world with a generous curiosity, evocative of Simone Weil’s assertion that “attention is the rarest 

and purest kind of generosity.” What emerges is a mirthful modern-day counterpart to Thoreau’s 

celebration of nature as a form of prayer. Playful levity and vibrancy carry the deeper soulfulness of 

the message, which unfolds with a songlike quality — a sort of hymn in word and image. (Perhaps it 

cannot be otherwise, for Hale is also a gifted musician, and we bring everything we are, our whole 

selves and all of our multitudes, to any one thing we do.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/19/simone-weil-attention-gravity-and-grace/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/19/simone-weil-attention-gravity-and-grace/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/08/thoreau-and-the-language-of-trees/
https://soundcloud.com/oharasongs
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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The ending calls to mind Denise Levertov’s wonderful poem about our odd tendency to see the rest of 

nature as a separate world parallel to our own. “You are also a part of the wonderfulness of life,”Hale 

exults on the final page, inviting the reader — who can be any one of us, child or adult, nursed on a 

chronic civilizational delusion — to unlearn the artificial severance from the natural world that 

modern life has inflicted upon us and relearn the creaturely presence with life that radiates from our 

most elemental humanity. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/10/america-ferrera-sojourns-in-the-parallel-world-denise-levertov/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
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Be Still, Life comes from the largehearted and singularly imaginative Enchanted Lion Books, publisher 

of such uncommon treasures as Cry, Heart, But Never Break, Big Wolf & Little Wolf, The Lion and the 

Bird, This Is a Poem That Heals Fish, and Bertolt. Complement it with Sidewalk Flowers — another 

illustrated invitation to living with wakefulness to the world — and Margaret Wise Brown’s little-

known, kindred-spirited Quiet Noisy Book, then revisit Alan Watts on how to live with presence and 

cognitive scientist Alexandra Horowitz on learning to see the wonder in our everyday reality. 

Illustrations courtesy of Enchanted Lion Books © Ohara Hale; photographs by Maria Popova 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/01/be-still-life-ohara-

hale/?mc_cid=86df70181c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702570/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/enchanted-lion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/08/cry-heart-but-never-break/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/10/12/big-wolf-little-wolf/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/24/this-is-a-poem-that-heals-fish/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/12/bertolt-jacques-goldstyn/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/17/sidewalk-flowers/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/04/the-quiet-noisy-book-margaret-wise-brown/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/06/alan-watts-wisdom-of-insecurity-1/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/27/on-looking-alexandra-horowitz-interview/
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New Stars in Coltrane’s ‘Interstellar Space’ 

Adam Shatz 

Bettmann/Getty Images 

John Coltrane playing in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, 1962 

From the early 1960s through the mid-1960s, John Coltrane led one of the greatest quartets in jazz 

history, but some of the band’s most thrilling moments in concert took place when the pianist McCoy 

Tyner and the bassist Jimmy Garrison laid out, leaving Coltrane and his drummer, Elvin Jones, to 

perform as a duo. (One such moment can be seen nine minutes and fifty-two seconds into this clip on 

YouTube.) If the Coltrane Quartet gave birth to the ecstatic Afro-spiritual jazz known as “fire music,” 

the dialogue—or was it the collision?—between Coltrane’s stentorian tone and Jones’s thrashing 

polyrhythms was its molten rock. 

In 1965, Coltrane and Jones made their only recording as a duo, a rousing workout titled “Vigil.” A 

year later, Jones quit the band, angry that Coltrane had added another drummer, Rashied Ali (born 

Robert Patterson), a young and ambitious percussionist who did not defer to his elder. (Jones 

complained that with an additional drummer he could no longer hear himself, or the music; he was not 

alone.) But Coltrane never gave up on the idea of creating music for saxophone and drums, 

untrammeled by chordal instruments. In February 1967, five months before his death at forty from 

liver cancer, Coltrane invited Ali to the studio to record a suite of improvised duets, built around 

melodies that he named after different planets. It was released seven years later as Interstellar Space. 

http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/adam-shatz/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03juO5oS2gg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03juO5oS2gg
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Interstellar Space is one of the albums that detractors of “late Coltrane” invariably cite as evidence of 

his creative disintegration. They hear his playing on it as harsh, turbulent, even violent, and they’re not 

entirely wrong. For all its intensity, the music of the “classic quartet”—as heard, for example, on The 

Lost Album, a recently discovered session recorded in 1963—is based on well-proportioned and 

harmonious group interplay, saturated with blues feeling, pulsing with modal grooves: the essence of 

jazz. Only a few years later, Coltrane stripped his music of these anchors in pursuit of something more 

elusive: the essence of instrumental sound. His torrential improvisations on Interstellar Space, like 

Beethoven’s late quartets, are a reminder that, as Edward Said observed, “artistic lateness” sometimes 

manifests itself “not as harmony and resolution but as intransigence, difficulty, and unresolved 

contradiction.”  

Although the album features a gorgeously yearning ballad, “Venus,” Coltrane spends much of his time 

exploring the limits of what can be expressed on his instrument, availing himself of all the extended 

techniques at his disposal, notably multiphonics, in which he plays two or more pitches simultaneously. 

(Coltrane achieved this effect through “overblowing,” literally blowing so much air through the horn 

that upper harmonics would reverberate more loudly than the fundamental pitch that he was 

fingering.) 

Ali’s drumming, meanwhile, has a whirling energy—Coltrane called it “multi-directional”—that is far 

from Jones’s thrusting propulsion, much less the time-keeping of conventional swing. Where most jazz 

drumming marks time, Ali splinters it, suggesting what has been called a “time beyond time,” an 

eternal present more reminiscent of Asian and African vernacular traditions than of Western music. 

On first listen, Interstellar Space can sound wild and unruly. But on repeated hearings, the impression 

of chaos vanishes. Some of the pieces open with Coltrane playing bells, creating an aura of meditative 

calm. No matter how far he ventures from the stated themes, Coltrane’s improvisations are purposeful, 

even methodical. When he returns to the head at the close of each piece, the impression is not so much 

that of order restored as of an explanatory coda, as though he were underscoring that even the most 

extreme, twisting digressions were contained in the original melody, like the branches of an immense 

tree. Interstellar Space is a work of diligent, lucid, and ultimately serene pedagogy—a master class in 

musical clarity comparable to Bach’s studies for the keyboard. 

In spite, or perhaps because, of its demands, Interstellar Space has always enjoyed a following among 

saxophonists. It has also spawned a lively sub-genre of saxophone-and-drums duets, starting with Duo 

Exchange, which Ali recorded with the tenor saxophonist Frank Lowe in 1973, a year before the release 

of his album with Coltrane. The latest contributions to this body of work are by two gifted and 

exploratory young tenor saxophonists, both born in 1982. Neither James Brandon Lewis’s Radiant 

Imprints, nor Travis Laplante’s A Dance That Empties, is an explicit homage to Interstellar Space, 

but both are striking tributes to the album’s legacy, and to the vitality of Coltrane’s late style. 

Lewis, one of the most prolific musicians on the New York jazz scene today, first heard Interstellar 

Space as a teenager in Buffalo. “There were bells at the beginning of the record, and I thought, I’ve 

never heard that,” he told me. “It was one of those records that used to get on my mom’s nerves when I 

was kid.” Listening to duets like Interstellar Space and Dewey Redman and Ed Blackwell’s live 

album Red and Black in Willisau (1985), “I realized how much work I had to do.” Without a chordal 

instrument, “it’s harder to keep things interesting”: the burden on the saxophonist, who has to supply 

both the melodic and harmonic content, is that much greater. 

https://www.npr.org/2018/06/22/622540597/john-coltranes-lost-album-a-buried-treasure-for-jazz-fans
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/16/books/chapters/0716-1st-said.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T1W8rncrQmA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvAmsWNVgZE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvAmsWNVgZE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LSHrsMBxnvY
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Lewis’s partner on Radiant Imprints is Chad Taylor, who has worked for many years in the Chicago 

Underground Duo with the cornetist Rob Mazurek, and it’s an inspired pairing. Lewis is a saxophonist 

of muscularity and fervor, with a big, brawny sound that evokes not only the Sanctified Church (his 

father was a Baptist minister), but also the sax playing of Albert Ayler and punk rock. Taylor can 

match him in intensity, but he’s also a colorist of great refinement and imagination, exhilarated by the 

timbres and textures of non-Western music. (His new solo album, Myths and Morals, is an enchanting 

reverie for percussion and electronics.) 

On two of the eight tracks of Radiant Imprints, Taylor plays the mbira, an African thumb piano with 

two sets of keys. The bass notes of the mbira are played with both the right and left thumb, while the 

high notes are played with the right index finger. Taylor first heard the mbira more than twenty years 

ago, in a band led by the tenor saxophonist Pharaoh Sanders, one of Coltrane’s disciples, and, Taylor 

told me, “I’ve been obsessed with the instrument ever since.” Coltrane himself never used the mbira, 

but Taylor’s use of it reminds us that toward the end of his life, Coltrane increasingly drew inspiration 

from “ethnic” and ritual music made outside the West, from African percussion to Indian drones and 

Japanese bamboo flutes. 

One of the most beguiling tracks on the album, “With Sorrow Lonnie,” opens with Taylor playing a 

warm and inviting rhythm on the mbira. Lewis, an energetic and voluble improviser, confines himself 

to a series of stark, mournful notes. “The mbira is already busy, so it forces me to be more minimal, 

which is a good thing,” he explained. As he moves patiently from the lower to the higher registers of his 

horn, his cadences call attention to Taylor’s sunlit timbres, as if a window were opened in a dark 

cathedral. Although the melody that Lewis hints at seems familiar, it’s only toward the end that we 

hear it in full: Coltrane’s ballad “Lonnie’s Lament,” from the 1964 album Crescent. And Lewis plays it 

so slowly and glancingly that it’s more like a memory of the song than the song itself. 

“Lonnie’s Lament” is one of several Coltrane compositions that Lewis has excerpted and slyly 

reconfigured on Radiant Imprints. The opening track, “24,” is a mash-up of “Giant Steps” and “26-2,” 

early up-tempo tunes in which Coltrane perfected his “sheets-of-sound” style of improvising. 

“Imprints” obliquely invokes the 1961 modal anthem “Impressions,” while a motif in “Radiance” 

alludes to the first movement of his 1964 devotional masterpiece, A Love Supreme. “Sometimes it’s 

Trane speaking, and sometimes I’m speaking, and sometimes we’re speaking together,” Lewis says. 

“It’s like a collage—you still hear those pieces, just not in the order you’re used to.” By interweaving 

quotations from different periods in Coltrane’s career, Lewis illuminates the inner unity of Coltrane’s 

sound-world, in spite of the distance he traveled from bebop to free jazz. But because not a single track 

is a cover, and all we hear are melodic traces—“radiant imprints,” in effect—we are left not with a 

conventional tribute but with a highly personal essay on how Coltrane’s work reverberates in the 

imagination of two musicians who were born fifteen years after his death. The result is much more 

faithful to the spirit of probing investigation that, alongside his music, is Coltrane’s enduring legacy. 

Like Lewis, Travis Laplante discovered Interstellar Space as a young man immersed in Coltrane’s 

music. On his new album, Laplante performs in a duo called Subtle Degrees with Gerald Cleaver, a 

drummer of remarkable sensitivity whose long résumé includes a stint in Lewis’s trio. But if Radiant 

Imprints honors the Afro-blue melodicism of Coltrane’s work, Laplante’s A Dance That 

Empties underlines the spiritual quest of Coltrane’s last years, particularly the way that quest found 

expression in the pursuit of new sounds. Laplante, who grew up in Vermont, told me that when he first 

heard Interstellar Space, it was not only the “visceral quality” of Coltrane’s saxophone that moved him 

but “something behind the sound, a very intense purifying force.” Laplante divides his time between 

https://chadtaylordrums.bandcamp.com/album/myths-and-morals
http://www.mbira.org/instrument.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TGNX695RYFQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e8x-2-Zq3FQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rLZKf6CR2dw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03juO5oS2gg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qagOblqhBhk
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music and his work as a chi-gong instructor and says that “as time goes on, I feel there’s less of a 

separation between the two.” 

A Dance That Empties was sparked by a dream in which Laplante heard the sound of a saxophone, 

then, through a flash of synesthesia, “saw the entire universe inside this sound.” The dream left him 

with “a longing to wash my ears to the point of being able to hear oneness, to hear the one true sound.” 

We eventually hear that “oneness”—a single note sustained for two minutes by way of circular 

breathing, and resonating with high overtones—but, as in one of Coltrane’s live improvisations, it takes 

Laplante a long time to get there. (The album clocks in at forty-one minutes, almost exactly the same 

length as Radiant Imprints.) Written on a commission from the Brooklyn performance space Roulette, 

the piece’s three movements are almost entirely notated, but Laplante left Cleaver, one of his early 

mentors, to create his own arrangements, and composed the piece with him in mind. In his words: 

Gerald pushes me out of my comfort zone in a very beautiful way. Sometimes I feel I’m too rigid, and 

playing with Gerald I can’t be so in control. We’re diving into the unknown. And this format is the 

most exposing and vulnerable instrumentation I’ve ever been a part of, even more than solo saxophone 

concerts, because you’re fully relying on one person who’s fully relying on you. It’s quite raw and at the 

same time so beautiful. 

In the first movement, which begins in near silence, Laplante uses special fingering techniques to 

produce multiphonics: rumbling noises that seem to conjure an impending storm. After about two 

minutes, this solo saxophone overture segues into cascading arpeggios, strongly reminiscent of 

Coltrane, which Cleaver accompanies with constant activity on his sticks and delicate, ceremonial 

accents on his cymbals. There is a fleeting prefiguration of the repeating saxophone motif that 

dominates the second movement, but hardly has it appeared than Laplante exits, and Cleaver creates a 

pattern of low bass-drum hits that resemble a heartbeat. 

Once Laplante locks in with the drums, the second movement takes off. This is the “dance that 

empties,” using “repetition as a means of purification,” in Laplante’s words. It spins like a top, with 

furious and relentless motion, on the basis of notation so precise that, as Laplante explains, “if we get 

off by an eighthh note, the whole thing is off and it’s almost impossible to get back on.” In the final and 

longest movement, an eighteen-minute epic that combines elements of the previous two, Laplante’s 

solemn arpeggios slide into a minimalist groove that increases in speed and intensity, with an almost 

martial discipline, before culminating in a single note for solo saxophone that fades into silence, as if 

everything that preceded it were but a preparation for this moment—a “journey to the one,” to borrow 

a phrase of Pharaoh Sanders, who helped develop Coltrane’s teachings into a veritable jazz theology.  

A Dance That Empties isn’t as overtly evocative of Coltrane’s sound-world as Radiant Imprints, which 

ranges across almost every period of Coltrane’s career. But Laplante and Cleaver have extended 

Coltrane’s use of music as spiritual vocation, and by fusing sonic adventure with prayer, they have 

opened another door to interstellar space. 

 

Radiant Imprints, by James Brandon Lewis with Chad Taylor, is out on Off-Record Label; A Dance 

That Empties, by Travis Laplante with Gerald Cleaver, is out on Subtle Degrees 

http://www.nybooks.com/daily/2018/06/27/new-stars-in-coltranes-interstellar-space/  

http://roulette.org/event/commission-battle-trance-blade-of-love/
http://www.jblewis.com/music-1/
http://www.travislaplante.com/#news
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Days on Earth Are Getting Longer, Thanks to the Moon 

By Samantha Mathewson, Space.com Contributor | June 5, 2018 04:14pm ET 

 

This gorgeous photo of Earth with the moon in the foreground was captured on Oct. 12, 2015, by NASA's 

Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter spacecraft. 
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Credit: NASA/Goddard/Arizona State University 

Days on Earth are getting longer as the moon slowly moves farther away from us, new research shows.  

The moon is about 4.5 billion years old and resides some 239,000 miles (385,000 kilometers) away from 

Earth, on average. However, due to tidal forces between our planet and the moon, the natural satellite slowly 

spirals away from Earth at a rate of about 1.5 inches (3.82 centimeters) per year, causing our planet to rotate 

more slowly around its axis.  

Using a new statistical method called astrochronology, astronomers peered into Earth's deep geologic past and 

reconstructed the planet's history. This work revealed that, just 1.4 billion years ago, the moon was 

significantly closer to Earth, which made the planet spin faster. As a result, a day on Earth lasted just over 18 

hours back then, according to a statement from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. [Earth Quiz: Do You 

Really Know Your Planet?] 

Advertisement 

"As the moon moves away, the Earth is like a spinning figure skater who slows down as they stretch their 

arms out," study co-author Stephen Meyers, a professor of geoscience at UW-Madison, said in the statement. 

"One of our ambitions was to use astrochronology to tell time in the most distant past, to develop very ancient 

geological time scales. We want to be able to study rocks that are billions of years old in a way that is 

comparable to how we study modern geologic processes." 

  

Astrochronology combines astronomical theory with geological observation, allowing researchers to 

reconstruct the history of the solar system and better understand ancient climate change as captured in the 

rock record, according to the statement.  

The moon and other bodies in the solar system largely influence Earth's rotation, creating orbital variations 

called Milankovitch cycles. These variations ultimately determine where sunlight is distributed on Earth, 

based on the planet’s rotation and tilt.  

Earth Quiz: Do You Really Know Your Planet? 

You live here, so we figure you ought to be well grounded in Earth facts. But you might find these questions a 

little tough and tricky. Good luck! 

Start the Quiz 

 

https://www.space.com/37817-interview-with-eclipse-author-tyler-nordgren.html
https://www.space.com/15351-earth-quiz-planet.html
https://www.space.com/15351-earth-quiz-planet.html
https://www.space.com/3373-earth-moon-destined-disintegrate.html
https://www.space.com/33001-mars-ice-age-ending-now.html
javascript:void(0);
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0 of 10 questions complete 

Earth's climate rhythms are captured in the rock record, going back hundreds of millions of years. However, 

regarding our planet’s ancient past, which spans billions of years, this geological record is fairly limited, 

researchers said in the statement.  

This can lead to some uncertainty and confusion. For example, the current rate at which the moon is moving 

away from Earth suggests that "beyond about 1.5 billion years ago, the moon would have been close enough 

that its gravitational interactions with the Earth would have ripped the moon apart," Meyers said.  

Using their new statistical method, the researchers were able to compensate for the uncertainty across time. 

This approach was tested on two stratigraphic rock layers: The 1.4-billion-year-old Xiamaling Formation 

from northern China and a 55-million-year-old record from Walvis Ridge, in the southern Atlantic Ocean.   

Examining the geologic record captured in the rock layers and integrating the measure of uncertainty revealed 

changes in Earth's rotation, orbit and distance from the moon throughout history, as well as how the length of 

day on Earth has steadily increased.    

"The geologic record is an astronomical observatory for the early solar system," Meyers said in the statement. 

"We are looking at its pulsing rhythm, preserved in the rock and the history of life." 

The new study was published Monday (June 4) in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences. 

Follow Samantha Mathewson @Sam_Ashley13. Follow us @Spacedotcom, Facebook and Google+. Original 

article on Space.com. 

 

 

https://www.space.com/40802-earth-days-longer-moon-movement.html 

  

https://www.space.com/55-earths-moon-formation-composition-and-orbit.html
https://news.wisc.edu/thank-the-moon-for-earths-lengthening-day/
http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2018/05/30/1717689115
https://twitter.com/Sam_Ashley13
http://twitter.com/spacedotcom
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Spacecom/17610706465
https://plus.google.com/b/109556515093730290049/109556515093730290049
https://www.space.com/40802-earth-days-longer-moon-movement.html
https://www.space.com/40802-earth-days-longer-moon-movement.html
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The Japanese Mini Truck Garden Contest is a Whole New Genre in Landscaping 

JOHNNY STRATEGY 

 

The Kei Truck, or kei-tora for short, is a tiny but practical vehicle that originated in Japan. Although these 

days it’s widely used throughout Asia and other parts of the world, in Japan you’ll often see them used in the 

construction and agriculture industries as they can maneuver through small side streets and easily park. And 

in a more recent turn of events, apparently they’re also used as a canvas for gardening contests. 

The Kei Truck Garden Contest is an annual event sponsored by the Japan Federation of Landscape 

Contractors. Numerous landscaping contractors from around Japan participate by arriving on site with their 

mini trucks and then spending several hours transforming the cargo bed into a garden. 

Other than using the kei truck there are very few limitations and landscapers have incorporated everything 

from benches and aquariums to elements of lighting into their designs. Judges then rank the entries based on 

planning, expression, design, execution and environment. 

We’ve included a few of our favorite entries here but you can see more on the website of the Osaka branch, as 

well as this PDF from the Hanshin branch. (Syndicated from Spoon & Tamago) 

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/japanese-mini-truck-gardens/
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/about/#johnny
http://sclr.tumblr.com/post/173736430358/ahonecobra-%E8%BB%BD%E3%83%88%E3%83%A9%E3%82%AC%E3%83%BC%E3%83%87%E3%83%B3%E3%82%B3%E3%83%B3%E3%83%86%E3%82%B9%E3%83%88
http://www.zoenren-osaka.jp/contest_nagai_h28.html
http://www.hanshin-zoenkumiai.or.jp/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/keitora_garden.pdf
http://www.spoon-tamago.com/2018/06/06/kei-tora-mini-truck-garden-contest/
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http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/japanese-mini-truck-

gardens/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f 

  

http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/japanese-mini-truck-gardens/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/japanese-mini-truck-gardens/?mc_cid=80befb4015&mc_eid=2d0f5d931f
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Sojourners in Space: Annie Dillard on What Mangrove Trees Teach Us About the Human Search for 

Meaning in an Unfeeling Universe 

“We don’t know where we belong, but in times of sorrow it doesn’t seem to be here… where space is curved, 

the earth is round, we’re all going to die, and it seems as wise to stay in bed as budge.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“We, this people, on this small and drifting planet,” Maya Angelou wrote in her cosmic clarion call to 

humanity, “Whose hands can strike with such abandon / That in a twinkling, life is sapped from the living / 

Yet those same hands can touch with such healing, irresistible tenderness.” How is it that, adrift amid a vast 

and unfeeling universe, we live with our sundering contradictions and still manage to constellate our lives 

with meaning, with beauty, with the transcendent possibility of belonging with each other and of homecoming 

to ourselves? 

Thirteen years before Angelou composed her gift of a poem, Annie Dillard — another writer of tremendous 

humanist insight at the intersection of the philosophical and the poetic — addressed these questions in a 

beautiful short essay titled “Sojourner” from Teaching a Stone to Talk: Expeditions and 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060915412/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060915412/braipick-20
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Encounters (public library) — the 1982 essay collection that gave us Dillard’s stunning account of a total 

solar eclipse. 

Annie Dillard receiving the National Humanities Medal, September 10, 2015. (Photograph: Andrew Harnik.) 

A century after Walt Whitman contemplated the wisdom of trees, Dillard turns to one particular, unusual tree 

as a teacher of life: 

If survival is an art, then mangroves are artists of the beautiful: not only that they exist at all — smooth-

barked, glossy-leaved, thickets of lapped mystery — but that they can and do exist as floating islands, as trees 

upright and loose, alive and homeless on the water. 

She marvels at the improbable existence of these arboreal wonders — how hurricanes rip them from the shore 

and carry them into the ocean; how they defy the deadliness of salinity by exuding salt from their leaves, 

which even taste salty when licked; how they make their own soil in open water by trapping debris in their 

aerial roots, attracting bacteria and pooling fresh rainwater; how the mangrove plants its seeds onto this 

growing self-generated island, until it becomes a floating forest. A century and a half after the pioneering 

polymathic naturalist Alexander von Humboldt awakened humanity to the cosmos of connections by asserting 

that “in this great chain of causes and effects, no single fact can be considered in isolation,” Dillard writes: 

A society grows, interlocked in a tangle of dependencies. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060915412/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/teaching-a-stone-to-talk-expeditions-and-encounters/oclc/984484060&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/08/01/annie-dillard-total-solar-eclipse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/08/01/annie-dillard-total-solar-eclipse/
http://www.andrewharnik.com/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/06/walt-whitman-specimen-days-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/07/the-invention-of-nature-humboldt-wulf/
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Red mangrove. Illustration by Cécile Gambini from Strange Trees by Bernadette Pourquié 

 […] 

The mangrove island wanders on, afloat and adrift. It walks teetering and wanton before the wind. Its fate and 

direction are random. It may bob across an ocean and catch on another mainland’s shores. It may starve or dry 

while it is still a sapling. It may topple in a storm, or pitchpole. By the rarest of chances, it may stave into 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/09/strange-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/09/strange-trees/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

194 

another mangrove island in a crash of clacking roots, and mesh. What it is most likely to do is drift anywhere 

in the alien ocean, feeding on death and growing, netting a makeshift soil as it goes, shrimp in its toes and 

terns in its hair. 

Like Emily Dickinson, who drew from the rest of the natural world mighty metaphors for the central 

problems of human existence, Dillard draws from the drifting mangrove islands a metaphor for our 

civilizational and existential predicament: 

One of Étienne Léopold Trouvelot’s groundbreaking astronomical drawings 

 

I alternate between thinking of the planet as home — dear and familiar stone hearth and garden — and as a 

hard land of exile in which we are all sojourners. Today I favor the latter view. The word “sojourner” occurs 

often in the English Old Testament. It invokes a nomadic people’s sense of vagrancy, a praying people’s 

knowledge of estrangement, a thinking people’s intuition of sharp loss: “For we are strangers before thee, and 

sojourners, as were all our fathers: our days on the earth are as a shadow, and there is none abiding.” 

Echoing Denise Levertov’s lament about our strange habitual resistance to acknowledging our belonging to 

the universe, Dillard adds: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/07/20/emily-dickinson-mother-death/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/07/20/emily-dickinson-mother-death/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/07/trouvelots-astronomical-drawings/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/10/america-ferrera-sojourns-in-the-parallel-world-denise-levertov/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/10/america-ferrera-sojourns-in-the-parallel-world-denise-levertov/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/07/trouvelots-astronomical-drawings/
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We don’t know where we belong, but in times of sorrow it doesn’t seem to be here, here with these silly 

pansies and witless mountains, here with sponges and hard-eyed birds. In times of sorrow the innocence of the 

other creatures — from whom and with whom we evolved — seems a mockery. Their ways are not our ways. 

We seem set among them as among lifelike props for a tragedy — or a broad lampoon — on a thrust rock 

stage. It doesn’t seem to be here that we belong, here where space is curved, the earth is round, we’re all 

going to die, and it seems as wise to stay in bed as budge. It is strange here, not quite warm enough, or too 

warm, too leafy, or inedible, or windy, or dead. It is not, frankly, the sort of home for people one would have 

thought of — although I lack the fancy to imagine another. 

Shortly after the Nobel-winning Polish poet Wisława Szymborska contemplated how our cosmic solitude can 

make us better stewards of our humanity, Dillard writes: 

The planet itself is a sojourner in airless space, a wet ball flung across nowhere. The few objects in the 

universe scatter. The coherence of matter dwindles and crumbles toward stillness. I have read, and repeated, 

that our solar system as a whole is careering through space toward a point east of Hercules. Now I wonder: 

what could that possibly mean, east of Hercules? Isn’t space curved? When we get “there,” how will our 

course change, and why? Will we slide down the universe’s inside arc like mud slung at a wall? Or what sort 

of welcoming shore is this east of Hercules? Surely we don’t anchor there, and disembark, and sweep into 

dinner with our host. Does someone cry, “Last stop, last stop”? At any rate, east of Hercules, like east of 

Eden, isn’t a place to call home. It is a course without direction; it is “out.” And we are cast. 

These are enervating thoughts, the thoughts of despair. They crowd back, unbidden, when human life as it 

unrolls goes ill, when we lose control of our lives or the illusion of control, and it seems that we are not 

moving toward any end but merely blown. Our life seems cursed to be a wiggle merely, and a wandering 

without end… 

And yet these selfsame facts of the physical universe contain their own antidote to this hollowing sense of 

alienation — an antidote Virginia Woolf articulated exquisitely in recounting her existential epiphany about 

the beauty of life. Sixty-some drifting orbits after Woolf, Dillard writes: 

Whether these thoughts are true or not I find less interesting than the possibilities for beauty they may hold. 

We are down here in time, where beauty grows. Even if things are as bad as they could possibly be, and as 

meaningless, then matters of truth are themselves indifferent; we may as well please our sensibilities and, 

with as much spirit as we can muster, go out with a buck and wing. 

The planet is less like an enclosed spaceship — spaceship earth — than it is like an exposed mangrove island 

beautiful and loose. We the people started small and have since accumulated a great and solacing muck of 

soil, of human culture. We are rooted in it; we are bearing it with us across nowhere. The word “nowhere” is 

our cue: the consort of musicians strikes up, and we in the chorus stir and move and start twirling our hats. A 

mangrove island turns drift to dance. It creates its own soil as it goes, rocking over the salt sea at random, 

rocking day and night and round the sun, rocking round the sun and out toward east of Hercules. 

Teaching a Stone to Talk remains one of the most poetic and profound books of the twentieth century. 

Complement this particular portion with the forgotten 19th-century woman who pioneered the art of 

astropoetics and Primo Levi on the spiritual value of space exploration, then revisit Dillard on the color 

blue, the two ways of looking, the greatest animating force of creative work, choosing presence over 

productivity, and reclaiming our everyday capacity for joy and wonder. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/18/wislawa-szymborska-cosmic-solitude-nonrequired-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/18/wislawa-szymborska-cosmic-solitude-nonrequired-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060915412/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/16/the-beauty-of-the-evening-sky-1881/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/16/the-beauty-of-the-evening-sky-1881/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/02/primo-levi-mirror-maker-science-space/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/17/two-hundred-years-of-blue/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/17/two-hundred-years-of-blue/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/04/annie-dillard-pilgrim-at-tinker-creek-seeing/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/28/annie-dillard-writing-the-abundance/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/06/07/annie-dillard-the-writing-life-1/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/06/07/annie-dillard-the-writing-life-1/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/30/annie-dillard-pilgrim-at-tinker-creek-1/
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Art by Lia Halloran from Your Body is a Space That Sees, a cyanotype celebration of women in astronomy 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/31/annie-dillard-

sojourner/?mc_cid=86df70181c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/07/your-body-is-a-space-that-sees-lia-halloran/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/31/annie-dillard-sojourner/?mc_cid=86df70181c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/31/annie-dillard-sojourner/?mc_cid=86df70181c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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On David King 

Susannah Clapp 

In the days before artists brought colour to the cover, the London Review of Books was black and white. Of 

course, originally, it had no front at all: the first edition, in 1979, was meekly folded into the New York 

Review of Books. The following year it jumped out of that pouch and into a world where literary journals were 

routinely typographical. Not all faces around the editorial table lit up when Karl Miller suggested the 

independent paper should have a giant picture on the cover. You’ll never find enough images, said Mark 

Boxer. He was wrong about that. 

 

The staff ripped off books for drawings and paintings – and commissioned photographs. Some of the most 

powerful were by David King. He used to come blazing into the office with his huge black-and-white 

portraits, already measured up for size: no question, ever, of anything being cropped. One was of the writer 

Francis Wyndham, then in his sixties, in conversation with a 34-year-old Alan Hollinghurst. It was an 

extraordinary portrait, the two absolutely at ease but sitting at an angle to each other and looking quizzical. 

Hollinghurst, clean-shaven and gentle. Wyndham, melancholy and long-cheeked. Intimate but formal. 

Possibly plotting. One friend remarked that they might have been ‘two cardinals’. King took a magnificent 

picture of the art critic David Sylvester – and dug up an extraordinary billowing image of Isaac Babel. In 

1989 he arrived with a previously unpublished photograph of Jean Genet, which he had taken in the early 
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1970s. It was the most tremendous close-up: just nose, eyebrows and set mouth. You could count the pores. 

As he handed the picture over, he described how he had taken it, in a hotel in Lancaster Gate. And he reported 

an unexpected conversation, which he delivered off the cuff and word perfect. He had remarked how still 

Genet was. 

 

‘That,’ Genet replied, ‘is because I am dead.’ 

‘You can’t be dead – you’re the greatest living writer.’ 

‘No, no, Noël Coward is the greatest living writer.’ 
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‘But Noël Coward is dead.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Genet, ‘that’s good.’ 

 

There was our caption. No editing needed. David had the ear of a natural writer – there seemed to be no gap 

between what he saw and what he said – though he refused to admit it. 

As a young man, he had made his living as a graphic designer, picture editor and photographer. And made a 

life fired up by ‘heavyweight leftist politics – and art’. He said he had wanted to create ‘a visual style for the 

left’ and he developed one when working for the Anti-Nazi League (that yellow badge was his), the anti-

apartheid movement and on the early issues of City Limits. Rocketing arrows, thick sans-serif type, strong 
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black bands. At the Sunday Times Magazine, where he was art editor for ten years from the mid-1960s, he 

laid out Don McCullin’s Vietnam photographs over 17 pages, uninterrupted by ads. But at the time of his 

death, two years ago at the age of 73, his name was most often seen in a quiet copyright line at the end of 

documentaries about the former Soviet Union: an acknowledgment of the use of material from his collection. 

Warren Beatty rolled up to consult it when making Reds. 

A few months ago in Tate Modern I heard a young woman explaining David King to a group of attentive 

listeners. He had, she said, ‘no furniture in his house. Just shelves. For the Collection.’ That collection, an 

extraordinary 20th-century conglomeration, was all around her in the gallery’s exhibition Red Star over 

Russia: the result of forty years’ fascination with the former Soviet Union, an attempt to recover lost histories. 

Posters, magazines, newspapers, paintings, postcards, photographs, banners. Zeal, terror, beauty, 

proclamation, obliteration, falsification. 

 

‘No furniture’ was, well, not exactly falsification but genial exaggeration. King’s vivid home on the border of 

Islington and Hackney did contain domestic items. But it also held 250,000 Russian artefacts: not in the 

manner of a fusty depository, but as dynamic display. The terraced house on the Balls Pond Road was made 

up of pine and scarlet and diagonals. Wooden beams, wooden floors, wooden Venetian blinds, ladders slanted 
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against bookshelves. A Constructivist sculpture, like a demonic snowflake, made by King from black painted 

wood. Soviet artefacts: a silk banner, a crimson alarm clock, hammer-and-sickle badges. A fleet of scarlet 

filing cabinets holding photographs, documents and journals. And modern objects which nodded to the Reds: 

a scarlet drawing board, a scarlet rubbish bin, a scarlet Sellotape dispenser. In the back garden, he had laid out 

a brick mosaic in the shape of a five-pointed star and put up a bust of Marx: it came from a film set. One 

friend called the house ‘Trot-ski Lodge’. 

 

What King called his ‘chaos of collecting’ (though it looks organised enough to me) began in 1970 when 

the Sunday Times Magazinecommissioned him to research two picture-driven features on Lenin. He had set 

off for the Soviet Union after four hours of instruction from Don McCullin, who suggested he use a Nikon F2 
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camera (King often had to defreeze it on the hotel radiator). He came back with albums and photographs of 

the Revolution, and a determination to document in pictures the figure missing from his researches: Trotsky. 

A year later he had gathered enough material for a 15-page cover feature but, in an act of obliteration that 

almost too neatly echoed its subject, the piece did not appear: an industrial dispute led to the pulping of nearly 

all the 1.5 million printed copies. He had turned the feature into a photographic biography, with a text by 

Francis Wyndham. ‘Far from Trotsky being expunged from history,’ Wyndham remarked, ‘it turns out there 

are more photographs of him than there are of Marilyn Monroe!’ 

 

The books that he went on to make look prescient now, almost fashionable: fake news! photoshopping! The 

Commissar Vanishes(1997) is a history of art and photographs doctored under Stalin – Michael Nyman later 

set it to music. Ordinary Citizens (2003) showed, for the first time in the West, the faces of those ‘enemies of 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 450 august 2018 

 

203 

the people’ locked up in the Lubianka. Photographed in natural light, none of them has the stunned look of the 

flash-bulb mugshot. Greatly enlarged from their original passport photo size, each brims with expression. 

Tate Modern was in the process of acquiring the collection when King died. The industrial building glaring 

across the Thames at more sedate galleries was in tune with the way he looked at things. Tate became his 

publisher and Tate gave him space. He created a series of temporary rooms devoted to Revolutionary posters, 

the images jostling together on the walls. Men with scythes and beetling brows: Long Live the Unshakeable 

Iron Union of the Working Class and Peasantry! A kerchiefed woman – the Soldier’s Madonna – shielding a 

child from a Nazi bayonet. A rust-coloured hand clamped round a snake: We Will Eradicate the Spies and 

Saboteurs, the Trotskyist-Bukharinist Agents of Fascism; King noted that Sergei Igumnov’s illustration is 

‘eerily reminiscent of an earlier illustration he made of a red star and sturgeon – for a caviar advertisement’. 

The gallery did not try to replicate these energetic arrangements after King’s death, when, having completed 

the acquisition of his collection, it marked the centenary of the 1917 Revolution. Red Star over Russia was an 

honouring of the collection and its mighty range: pictures of agitprop trains; Stepanova’s marvellous textile 

designs; exercise books with covers showing cheery, sheaf-bearing women; Mayakovksy on an ottoman after 

he had shot himself in the heart. Spread out in a leisurely fashion over six large rooms, the show offered slow 

revelation and little sense of revolution. The clamour of King’s poster rooms was anaesthetised. 

The exhibition’s title came from the prodigious book – a square red slab – which King made of his collection. 

He called it ‘a fast-forward visual history of the Soviet Union … a heavy bombardment’. It was also rich in 

anecdote, firing off a story a paragraph. About being mistaken for Jesus Christ on a train to Leningrad, about 

manoeuvring rolls of film through customs, about an encounter with Nadezhda Mandelstam, sitting beside an 

icon and a bottle of Valium: ‘That Tatlin. He was always trying to invent things … He even tried to build a 

stove once in his kitchen. It caught fire and burned his flat. What a fool!’ And about what it was to begin 

relinquishing the ‘stalagmites’ of material he had gathered over a lifetime. 

One evening nearly ten years ago I went to Tate’s Rothko exhibition with King and Francis Wyndham. I have 

never forgotten seeing King swing through the galleries in his long black coat, round wire glasses and beanie. 

You could see the canvases in his face: it was as if they had been branded on him. I don’t think I’ve ever met 

anyone who was so open and intense in his responses. After a while he said he wanted to show us something 

else. I assumed it was going to be the work of a different painter. But he led us outside the gallery – to an 

unremarkable tower block. The façade was entirely concrete, except at ground level, where a lattice-work 

metal shutter closed the building off from the street. We peered through it: Rothko had set our eyes up for 

looking at something made up of oblongs. We saw a dimly lit, empty room. It was a rough space that could 

have been used for storage or as a workshop or a garage. But for a minute, seen through King’s eyes, it 

became mysterious. Like a mini theatre; both peculiar and ordinary. Better than some of the things in the Tate, 

King thought. He said he had begun to see spaces like this all over London and had become fascinated by 

them. It took him to point out that they were particular; that the locking-up of London was producing 

shuttered-up dramas. 

King’s politics went right through him. Even his eye was egalitarian, as I came to realise when I asked him 

for his memories of Bruce Chatwin, a friend from his Sunday Times days. He had designed a book of 

Chatwin’s photographs, turning it into a disputatious work of art: in the spirit of a 1930s volume he 

admired, Art without Epoch, he put a bronze from Benin next to a Mazzoni terracotta head, and the beams and 

slats of an East Anglian windmill immediately after a ridged tin roof in Senegal. A tree stump in the middle of 

a misty Patagonian river followed the figure of a solitary woman in the Peruvian desert. He made his own 

vegetarian point when he placed nuzzling mountain goats opposite a butcher’s shop hung with lumps of flesh. 
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King could describe the look of a painting or an object, but he could also transmit the feelings it aroused. The 

objects that he and Chatwin liked were things often taken for granted: art without artists. He talked about the 

passion for wood that they shared. He made me see that a fish tray from Istanbul – shaped like a garden sieve, 

shaded in pinks and crimson – could lift your heart as much as a revered painting. He talked about his and 

Chatwin’s love of utilitarian buildings, ‘sub-architecture’, corrugated iron – they had spent a weekend in the 

Welsh borders looking for Nissen huts. He also mentioned a paradoxical creation of his own, a piece of wit as 

well as of craftsmanship. King had built a black lamp: about six feet high, it was made of wood with the bulb 

sunk into the top so that you couldn’t tell where the radiance was coming from. King’s idea was to make a 

light that was as un-light as possible. 

On the phone one day, he mentioned a chance sighting of Chatwin. The account was pungent: very blond hair, 

ultra-blue eyes and a bright green jacket. Then King paused and said: ‘It was as if the blue and yellow made 

the green.’ He forgot he had told me that, and was surprised when I published the exchange. But a few weeks 

later he did an extraordinarily generous thing. He said he had been making pictures in wood, and that one of 

them was for me. Bright vertical stripes, of yellow, blue and green: a tribute to Chatwin which has been on 

my wall ever since. Whether the light is on it or not, it seems always to glow. 

 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/susannah-clapp/on-david-king 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v40/n12/susannah-clapp/on-david-king

