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The Topography of Tears: A Stunning Aerial Tour of the Landscape of Human Emotion Through an 

Optical Microscope 

From Blake to biochemistry, “proof that we cannot put our feelings in one place and our thoughts in another.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“Emotions are not just the fuel that powers the psychological mechanism of a reasoning creature, they are 

parts, highly complex and messy parts, of this creature’s reasoning itself,” philosopher Martha Nussbaum 

wrote in her incisive treatise on the intelligence of emotions, titled after Proust’s powerful poetic image 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/11/23/martha-nussbaum-upheavals-of-thought-neediness/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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depicting the emotions as “geologic upheavals of thought.” But much of the messiness of our emotions comes 

from the inverse: Our thoughts, in a sense, are geologic upheavals of feeling — an immensity of our 

reasoning is devoted to making sense of, or rationalizing, the emotional patterns that underpin our intuitive 

responses to the world and therefore shape our very reality. Our interior lives unfold across landscapes that 

seem to belong to an alien world whose terrain is as difficult to map as it is to navigate — a world against 

which the young Dostoyevsky roiled in a frustrated letter on reason and emotion, and one which Antoine de 

Saint-Exupéry embraced so lyrically in one of the most memorable lines from The Little Prince: “It is such a 

secret place, the land of tears.” 

Tears of change 

The geologic complexity of that secret place is what photographer Rose-Lynn Fisher explores in The 

Topography of Tears (public library) — a striking series of duotone photographs of tears shed for a 

kaleidoscope of reasons, dried on glass slides and captured in a hundredfold magnification through a high-

resolution optical microscope. What emerges is an enthralling aerial tour of the landscape of human emotion 

and its the most stirring eruptions — joy, grief, gladness, remorse, hope — reminding us that the terra 

incognita of our interiority is better trekked with an explorer’s benevolent curiosity about the varied beauty of 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/31/dostoyevsky-reason-emotion/
http://www.rose-lynnfisher.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/topography-of-tears/oclc/959039170&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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the landscape than with a conquistador’s forceful intent to control and sublimate. (Artist Maira Kalman 

affirmed this notion with great simplicity and poignancy in a page from her marvelous philosophical 

children’s book: “If you need to cry you should cry.”) 

Tears of grief 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/11/14/ah-ha-to-zig-zag-maira-kalman/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/11/14/ah-ha-to-zig-zag-maira-kalman/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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Tears of possibility / hope 

Building on her previous mesmerizing photomicrographs of bees, Fisher uses the technological tools of 

science to probe the poetic, immaterial dimensions of a universal human behavior radiating infinite emotional 

hues. Most of the tears she photographed are her own, but she also looked at those of men, women, and 

children from different backgrounds, crying for a variety of reasons. Accompanying each photograph is a 

caption ranging from the descriptive to the lyrically abstract — tears of compassion, tears of grief, tears of 

remorse, “tears for those who yearn for liberation,” “tears of elation at a liminal moment.” 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2010/09/10/bees/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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Tears of compassion 

 

Tears of redemption 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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In the introduction, Fisher reflects on the symbolic undertones of this inquiry into “the intangible poetry of 

life,” a project nearly a decade in the making: 

Tears of remorse 

Though the empirical nature of tears is a composition of water, proteins, minerals, hormones, and enzymes, 

the topography of tears is a momentary landscape, transient as the fingerprint of someone in a dream. The 

accumulation of these images is like an ephemeral atlas. 

[…] 

Tears are the medium of our most primal language in moments as unrelenting as death, as basic as hunger, 

and as complex as rites of passage. They are the evidence of our inner life overflowing its boundaries, spilling 

over into consciousness. Tears spontaneously release us to the possibility of realignment, reunion, catharsis, 

intractable resistance short-circuited… It’s as though each one of our tears carries a microcosm of the 

collective human experience, like one drop of an ocean. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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Onion tears 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

11 

Tears for what couldn’t be fixed 

Fittingly, the book features a short essay on tears by the poet Ann Lauterbach, who observed in 

another beautiful meditation on why we make art that “the crucial job of artists is to find a way to release 

materials into the animated middle ground between subjects, and so to initiate the difficult but joyful process 

of human connection” — a perfect articulation of the heart of Fisher’s project. In her essay for the book, 

Lauterbach writes: 

“For a tear is an intellectual thing,” the great subversive 19th-century poet William Blake wrote, railing 

against the Deists, classical and contemporary; he believed they had stripped religion of its signal call for 

forgiveness, assigning too much authority to a single God and making human life untenable in its guilty 

abrasions. Tears are intellectual because they come from thoughts that spill over the body’s containing well; 

they are the secretion of excess we assign to emotion; perhaps emotion itself is simply caused by a surfeit of 

thought. One tries to unbind these durable dualities, to allow for the morphological shift that might allow the 

human creature to be complex but integrated, not divided into anatomical parts, all nouns and no transitive 

verb. We are not yet mechanical, technological things, we are intellectual — thinking — beings, and we cry 

when stirred beyond the capture of signifying Logos, which relents into flows of passionate silence. Perhaps 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/12/09/ann-lauterbach-night-sky/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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this flow is the very proof that we cannot put our feelings in one place and our thoughts in another, the bleak 

result of a certain rationalism that threatens to overtake our civility — our capacity to forgive — and wants to 

make all ideas into abstractions, rigid and blunt, free of secretions. 

 

Overwhelmed tears 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
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Tears after goodbye 

Complement the contemplative splendor of The Topography of Tears with the science of why we cry, Mark 

Rothko on why people weep before his art, and William James’s revolutionary mind-body theory of emotion. 

All photographs from The Topography of Tears by Rose-Lynn Fisher © 2017, published by Bellevue Literary 

Press 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/09/the-topography-of-tears-rose-lynn-

fisher/?mc_cid=f4da6e8a17&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/09/07/curious-behvaior-provine/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/19/mark-rothko-on-art-selden-rodman/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/01/11/what-is-an-emotion-william-james/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658281/braipick-20
http://www.blpress.org/
http://www.blpress.org/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/09/the-topography-of-tears-rose-lynn-fisher/?mc_cid=f4da6e8a17&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/09/the-topography-of-tears-rose-lynn-fisher/?mc_cid=f4da6e8a17&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Watching a Magazine, Reading a Movie: On Wes Anderson’s The French Dispatch 

In Which Olivia Rutigliano “Reads” the Director’s Oeuvre 

By Olivia Rutigliano 

 

Wes Anderson’s The French Dispatch is probably what you’d call an anthology film—which is to say it’s a 

compendium of several mini-films, unrelated topically but all connected somehow—but it also might not even 

be what you’d call a film at all. I’m not sure. We’ll think on this together in a moment. 

The movie chronicles the creation of the final issue of a magazine, “The French Dispatch of the Liberty, 

Kansas Evening Sun,” the arts and culture supplement of a large midwestern-American newspaper which has, 

for decades, presented to its readers some of the world’s most interesting phenomena. Following the death of 

its gruff Editor-in-Chief (Bill Murray), the magazine, which is based out of a city in France called Ennui-sur-

Blasé and staffed with crackerjack expat-American writers, must fold. And so its staffers do what they must to 

finish the latest issue. This isn’t the whole story, though—merely the frame. Most of what the film does, 

actually, is render the magazine itself, bringing to life the stories prepared for this final issue’s pages. 

More than simply acting out these narratives, though, The French Dispatch flips back and forth between the 

telling of the stories themselves and representing their writing (as well as editing) processes—literally and 

also via formal tricks and multimedia experiments. J.K.L. Berensen (Tilda Swinton) narrates her article via a 

slideshow presentation presumably conducted after the article is published; the story narrated by Lucinda 

Krementz (Frances McDormand) pauses for a tangent so we can watch a scene from a play that one of her 

characters will write years later. And Roebuck Wright (Jeffrey Wright) recites his own piece for this issue 

https://lithub.com/author/oliviarutigliano/
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twenty-some-odd-years later while on a talk show (his recollection and recitation are flawless because he is 

endowed with a “typographical memory,” which is like a photographic memory but only for printed words). 

His story also features 2-D animation courtesy of the comic book that was also written about his subject 

matter. Notably, though, the scenes representing the articles themselves are filmed in black in white, as if 

imitating the printed pages of the magazine, while the other ancillary matter is rendered in Anderson’s 

famously color-coordinated palettes. 

Anderson’s oeuvre has long posed new and interesting questions about how much a film can be “read.” 

This is not the first time Anderson has played with the relationship between films and (for lack of a better all-

encompassing term) “books” or tinkered with the possibilities of paratextual matter. The Royal 

Tenenbaums opens with a shot of a library book called The Royal Tenenbaums being checked out and read—

it’s thoroughly narrated and even features intertitles bearing chapter information. The Grand Budapest 

Hotel doubles down on such a conceit—opening on an image of a young woman holding the book The Grand 

Budapest Hotel in front of a statue of its author, then cutting to a few words by that author, then introducing 

the fictional narrator, and then introducing a character who tells the narrator the tale at hand. And who can 

forget Fantastic Mr. Fox, beginning with an image of a library-copy of Roald Dahl’s eponymous source text 

(from which the film naturally deviates)? 

Indeed, the overarching gambit of these films is to suggest that they themselves are somehow books—or 

rather, maybe, are the mind’s-eye images that one would experience, if one could read those books. As such, 

Anderson’s oeuvre has long posed new and interesting questions about how much a film can be “read.” More 

than that his mise-en-scene features meticulously detailed, diorama-like images ripe for examination and 

analysis, his body of work demands that you interact with words as well as images—as if you’re reading a 

picture book, you as a viewer are prompted to imagine the story for yourself as well as see it rendered by 

someone else. Anderson has flirted with these implications, not stepping too far outside the realm of creative 

subtitles and chapter markers (one of the most innovative parts of The Royal Tenenbaums is seeing snippets of 

the printed pages that its narrator is reading out loud). 

Knowing this, and that Anderson had been inspired to make The French Dispatch due to his enduring love 

for The New Yorker, I sort of figured that The French Dispatch would further serve as a vehicle for his literary 

preoccupations: completely, directly attempting to capture the form as well as the essence of an actual printed 

text—in this case, a magazine issue. Plus, since the film is set in “France,” and would realistically feature 

actors speaking French, I assumed that viewers might have to do quite a bit of literal reading themselves. 

All this is true, and yes, The French Dispatch succeeds in producing the cinematic equivalent of an actual 

magazine. In addition to recounting feats of longform journalism, it is stuffed with the kind of miscellany 

you’d expect to find in something like The New Yorker: illustrations, especially cartoons, section breaks, page 

numbers, amusing covers. And celebrity cameos. Also, ads! But even more than that, The French 

Dispatch clearly represents itself as having an entire cultural world beyond its pages. This is why its inclusion 

of ancillary matter is so significant—these article-topics, their writers, and their characters all have their own 

afterlives that lead to, inevitably, other texts. 

Yes, The French Dispatch succeeds in producing the cinematic equivalent of an actual magazine. 
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But the most fascinating thing about The French Dispatch is not even its investment in what it means to read 

a film. I was surprised, when watching it, how much of the journalism at hand—both the researching and 

telling of the stories—is represented as theater. This is signaled early on in the film, in the “Local Color” 

section, in which a bicycle-riding correspondent named Herbsaint Sazerac (Owen Wilson) takes the viewers 

around the city of Ennui-sur-Blasé. He speaks directly to the camera, and it follows him as he rides his bicycle 

in front of screens, pulls mechanisms to switch off lights in the sets behind him, or as he gestures to certain 

objects while perfectly framed in the rectangle of the camera. 

This is the mode of Anderson’s work we probably all know best: an art-direction-heavy vision featuring 

painstaking miniatures and symmetrically-dressed proscenia (lest we forget Rushmore). This recalls just how 

much theater and performance are stressed in his oeuvre—from Bob Balaban’s toggle-coat-clad Bard 

of Moonrise Kingdom to Bill Murray’s raconteur-submarine explorer Steve Zissou in The Life Aquatic, who 

both tell stories, rather than read them. 

Indeed, following in these footsteps, The French Dispatch seems to wonder about the relationship between 

film and fiction, as it does about the relationship to performance and nonfiction—or really, maybe, the 

massive overlap between all forms of storytelling, in general. It definitely does not support keeping them 

apart. The film is imbued with a particular spirit of community, but also dramatically cheers on the toppling 

of fascist structures. 

The three main stories —“The Concrete Masterpiece” by J.K.L. Berensen, “Revisions to a Manifesto” by 

Lucinda Krementz, and “The Private Dining Room of the Police Commissioner” by Roebuck Wright—are 

respectively about an incarcerated murderer who is a genius painter, protests by the students of the local 

university, and the secret world of “police cooking.” But every single article frames artistic rebellion in the 

middle of an otherwise oppressive, rulekeeping space. I’m not saying that The French Dispatch abolishes the 

police or anything like that, but that both structurally and thematically it is about the breaking down of 

distinctions which circumscribe its subjects into limited, repressed roles and categories. 

The literary scholar D.A. Miller made a similar point in his influential monograph on the Victorian novel, The 

Novel and the Police, analyzing the ways in which “Victorian novels” became disseminators of oppressive 

classifications, enforcing rigid distinctions that kept readers in line, so to speak. For all that the aesthetics of 

Anderson’s oeuvre might initially seem authoritarian for their exacting and pervasive stillness, precision, and 

even deadpan-ness, they are also invested in breaking down systematizations. “The kids did this,” writes 

Lucinda Krementz in her story. “Obliterated a thousand years of Republican authority in less than a fortnight. 

What do they want? Freedom. Full stop.” 

Rather than muse on what texts can be read or not, it places a limitlessness on the definition of text, itself. 

The French Dispatch brings an anarchic and passionate lilt to this tendency; rather than muse on what texts 

can be read or not, it places a limitlessness on the definition of text, itself. Is Roebuck Wright, in his ability to 

perfectly recall everything he has ever written, a text just as much as the manifesto written by the student 

Zeffirelli (Timothee Chalamet)? Yes, the film decides, he is. 

In its happy melange of genres and media, The French Dispatch upholds one glowing category of 

“storytelling”—stuffing in as much appreciation of as many different kinds as might be possible in either a 
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magazine issue, or an hour-and-forty-eight-minute film. If The French Dispatch reveres any genre, though, or 

any medium as a paragon, it is “the magazine”—even though, by his making a film, Anderson’s answer to 

such a question might naturally seem to be “film”. (At the very least, the magazine is the original prototype 

for such freedom, which he has since chased in his resulting films.) 

With The French Dispatch, Anderson positions himself as a pupil of The New Yorker, and his entire oeuvre as 

having been instructed by it. In a magazine, Anderson seems to stress—a magazine like The New Yorker or 

like The French Dispatch—storytelling does not have to be any one thing. In fact, that seems frowned upon: 

the more varied, the better, or else it won’t make for very good reading, will it? 

 

Olivia Rutigliano 

Olivia Rutigliano is the Assistant CrimeReads editor at Lit Hub. In addition to Lit Hub and CrimeReads, her 

work appears in Vanity Fair, Lapham's Quarterly, Public Books, The Baffler, Bright Wall/Dark Room, 

Politics/Letters, The Toast, Truly Adventurous, PBS Television, and elsewhere. She is a PhD candidate and 

the Marion E. Ponsford fellow in the departments of English/comparative literature and theatre at Columbia 

University, where she specializes in nineteenth and early twentieth-century literature and entertainment. 

 

https://lithub.com/watching-a-magazine-reading-a-movie-on-wes-andersons-the-french-dispatch/  

  

https://lithub.com/author/oliviarutigliano/
https://lithub.com/watching-a-magazine-reading-a-movie-on-wes-andersons-the-french-dispatch/
https://lithub.com/author/oliviarutigliano/
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Sycamores 

by Henri Cole 

Issue no. 176 (Spring 2006) 

I came from a place with a hole in it, 

my body once its body, behind a beard of hair.    

And after I emerged, all dripping wet, 

little drops came out of my eyes, touching its face. 

I kissed its mouth; I bit it with my gums.    

I lay on it like a snail on a cup, 

my body, whatever its nature was, 

revealed to me by its body. I did not know 

I was powerless before a strange force.    

I did not know life cheats us. All I knew, 

nestling my head in its soft throat pouch, 

was a hard, gemlike feeling burning through me, 

like limbs of burning sycamores, touching 

across some new barrier of touchability. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=54f3054683&e=d538c8f2e0  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=54f3054683&e=d538c8f2e0
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Circassian Beauty in the American Sideshow 

By Betsy Golden Kellem 

Among the “human curiosities” in P. T. Barnum’s American Museum was a supposed escapee from an 

Ottoman harem, a figure marketed as both the pinnacle of white beauty and an exoticised other. Betsy Golden 

Kellem investigates the complex of racial and cultural stereotypes that made the Circassian beauty such a 

sideshow spectacle. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#betsy-golden-kellem
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Two Circassian beauties, on the left Zalumma Agra (the original) and, on the right, possibly Zuruby Hannum, 

a photograph from Mathew Brady Studio, ca. 1865 — Source 

If you happened to wander the puzzle-box warren of exhibit halls and saloons that made up Phineas Taylor 

Barnum’s American Museum in the mid-1800s, no one would have blamed you for feeling bombarded. 

Frankly, that was sort of the point: this five-story destination in lower Manhattan was a living, thrumming 

organism that strove to do nothing so much as overwhelm the senses. For a quarter’s admission, visitors could 

take in fine portraiture and exotic taxidermy, live theater and a lemonade stand, antiquities both real and 

imaginary, wax sculptures, stereographs, a Canadian beluga whale in the basement aquarium, and — 

capitalizing on an American strand of the Victorian-era “deformito-mania” — a rotating assortment of human, 

biological rarities, whose unusual bodies demonstrated the breadth and depth of creation.1 

Some of these “living wonders” walked the venue’s halls, speaking with guests and offering souvenir carte-

de-visite photographs for sale. Other performers were presented to the public in grand staged receptions 

known as “levees”. Alongside the likes of conjoined twins, a seven-foot “giantess”, the bearded lady, and the 

celebrated General Tom Thumb in his Napoleon costume was an act that endured through Barnum’s era and 

into the twentieth-century sideshow: an enigmatic, captivating woman known as the Circassian beauty, whose 

only “deformity” was her lack of imperfection. 

A staple of dime museums and traveling shows throughout the nineteenth century, Circassian beauties were 

alleged to be from the Caucasus Mountain region, and were famous for both their legendary looks and their 

large, seemingly Afro-textured hairstyles. The Circassian beauty was an attraction that required audiences to 

hold a number of ultimately unresolvable stereotypes in tension with each other. These women were 

presented as chaste, but were also billed as former harem slaves. They were supposedly of noble lineage but 

appeared as sideshow attractions. And they were displayed to predominantly white audiences for an exoticism 

that traded on hair associated with Black women, which came coupled with the paradoxical assurance that, 

being Caucasian, Circassian beauties represented the height of white racial “purity”. 

The pseudoscience of race in the nineteenth century, the development of mass media and entertainment 

venues at that time, and the employment of women who performed race as though it were a theater role all 

combined in a jarring and beguiling mix of stereotypes that kept the Circassian beauty attraction going for 

decades, and has had a lasting impact on how we think about race, class, and gender today. 

This particular conception of Circassian beauty can be traced to Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752–1840), a 

German theorist who used craniometry — the measuring of human skulls — to address the then-pressing 

scientific question of whether racial variety was evidence of separate species within humanity. Blumenbach 

firmly dismissed this idea, writing that the color of one’s skin was “an adventitious and easily changeable 

thing, and can never constitute a diversity of species”.2 

This is not to say that everyone was equal in esteem according to the German craniometrist. Blumenbach 

advocated for a hierarchy that considered people of his own race to be humanity’s poster children. Assessing 

and comparing the contours of various human skulls, Blumenbach ultimately arrived at a taxonomy of five 

racial groups, among which he considered persons from the Black Sea region to be the physical ideal.3 He 

coined the term “Caucasian” to describe this group, writing that 

https://npg.si.edu/object/npg_NPG.81.M3236.1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn3
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I have taken the name of this variety from Mount Caucasus, both because its neighbourhood, and especially 

its southern slope, produces the most beautiful race of men, I mean the Georgian; and because all 

physiological reasons converge to this, that in that region, if anywhere, it seems we ought with the greatest 

probability to place the autochthones of mankind.4 

Blumenbach considered this Caucasian population, spread across Europe, Western Asia, and North Africa, the 

“primeval” (or “autochthonous”) human race, which branched into four other categories: Mongolian (Central 

Asian), American (Native), Malay (Southeast Asian), and Ethiopian (sub-Saharan African).5 It was, he 

argued, environmental conditions that caused a “degeneration” of the fair Caucasian original into peoples of 

color. 

 

Illustration of humankind's five races, as proposed by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, from Bilder-Atlas zum 

Conversations-Lexikon (1851) — Source 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn5
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mankind1ma6.jpg
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To support his assertion that white skin had to be humanity’s default starting point, Blumenbach needed little 

more data than the fact that European ladies who spent their winters indoors exhibited “a brilliant whiteness”, 

while those who “exposed themselves freely to the summer sun and air” quickly ended up with a solid tan. “If 

then under one and the same climate the mere difference of the annual seasons has such influence in changing 

the colour of the skin”, he reasoned, ad absurdum, “is there anything surprising in the fact that climates. . . 

according to their diversity should have the greatest and most permanent influence over national colour”.6 The 

Ethiopian and Mongolian races Blumenbach considered “extreme varieties”, with Native American and 

Malay, respectively, as “intermediate” classifications between these extremes and the Caucasian ideal.7 

 

The Circassian beauty Zuruby Hannum, a photograph from Mathew Brady Studio, ca. 1865 — Source 

Blumenbach may not have become especially famous, and craniometry (along with phrenology, a sister 

pseudoscience devoted to divining personality from the bumps on one’s skull) only had a short period of 

dubious fame, but the stereotype of idealized Caucasian beauty caught on fast. Circassia, a region of the 

Caucasus Mountains, became ground zero for Western notions of white beauty. Throughout the nineteenth 

century, books and magazines extolled the virtues of fair, buxom women in draped gowns and peasant 

jewelry; stout, bearded soldiers with daggers at their belts, and a certain warmly exotic way of mountain 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn7
https://npg.si.edu/search/collections?edan_q=Circassian%20Beauty
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life.8 A smattering of nineteenth-century “Circassian” branded products promised women they could achieve 

Circassian beauty in their own home: hair dye to turn light-colored tresses into a “soft, glossy & natural” 

brown or black, Circassian fabric to achieve the right gauzy look, and various skin products promising “that 

whiteness, transparency and color so highly prized by all civilized nations”.9 The endorsement of “the elite of 

our cities, the Opera, [and] the stage” was supposed to be reassuring, but the promise of removing freckles, 

acne, sunburn, “Moth”, and roughness suggests such lotions were little more than a chemical belt sander for 

one’s face.10 

 

Advert for Circassian hair dye, ca. 1843 — Source 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn10
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003680965/
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Circassia was more than the rugged, simplistic paradise one might have imagined from cosmetics or 

travelogues. The target of invasion and ethnic cleansing throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as 

Russia and Ottoman Turkey encroached by land and sea, Circassia was invaded during the Russian conquest 

of the Caucasus and formally placed under Russian control following the end of the Crimean War in 1856. 

During this period (just before Barnum’s Caucasian beauty appeared on the scene), the Russian Empire 

carried out systematic murder and expulsion against the region’s predominantly Muslim communities.11 By 

the middle 1860s, the remaining population was largely and forcibly evacuated to the Ottoman Empire, where 

overcrowding, price-gouging, and enslavement were enduring risks for Circassian refugees. 

There was, concurrently, a mid-century Western fascination with melodramatic narratives of white slavery, 

popular on both sides of the Atlantic in the mid-nineteenth century. Art and drama explored the horror-movie 

allure of brute men trafficking in the doom of innocent, blushing virgins (suffice it to say that the reality of 

human trafficking was far broader, harsher, and less discriminating). In the U.S., this manifested in many 

ways. The sculptor Hiram Powers’ Greek Slave, a statue of a nude woman chained at the wrists by Turkish 

captors, was adopted as an emblem by abolitionists and seen on tour by more than one hundred thousand 

Americans in the 1840s.12 Race and slavery were explored in plays like Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon, the 

1859 story of a young southern white woman whose marriage plans are thwarted when it is revealed that her 

mother is one of the plantation’s enslaved workers, and who, despite passing for white, is then put up for sale 

with the assets of her father’s estate. (British audiences got a happy ending, but in American performances the 

girl commits suicide, avoiding even staged approval of mixed marriage.)13 These audiences liked to raise their 

collective heart-rate in a safe environment, playing out histrionic fears of subjugation and integration through 

entertainment. 

 

Stereograph of Hiram Powers’ Greek Slave, 1860s — Source 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn13
https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/79623/powers-freres-greek-slave-hiram-powers-florence-1860s/
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It was against this backdrop that, in 1865, P. T. Barnum introduced American Museum patrons to Zalumma 

Agra, the “Star of the East”, the first “Circassian beauty”. Her face framed in a halo of frizzy hair, this 

alluring young lady appeared in levees at the American Museum dressed in a trimmed, three-quarter-length 

dress with blousy sleeves, a swath of stocking visible above her mid-calf boots. She occasionally completed 

the outfit with a sash of luxurious fabric or a moon-shaped headdress. 

 

Cover to the pamphlet The Circassian Girl, Zalumma Agra, “Star of the East” — Source 

https://collections.ctdigitalarchive.org/islandora/object/110002%3A2330#page/1/mode/2up
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A biographical pamphlet sold to patrons laid out the story of Agra’s childhood flight from Russian incursion 

into her native land, and how that path somehow brought a woman who claimed royal descent to the sort of 

New York entertainment venue that also offered pet taxidermy. Agra was said to have been orphaned by 

invaders as a child, and discovered by John Greenwood Jr, Barnum’s right-hand man, on the streets of 

Constantinople among masses of refugees. “Her marvellous beauty and pleasant, intelligent manners at once 

arrested his attention”, declared the nameless pamphlet author, “while the extraordinary peculiarity of her hair 

challenged his interest and his admiration”.14 

Greenwood, captivated by the child and hoping to save her from “the beautiful but ignorant habitat of a 

pagan’s harem”, negotiated with the girl’s friends and Turkish authorities to become her guardian, providing 

tutoring and accommodations to help her grow into the “thorough and lavishly educated woman” of eighteen 

then entertaining at the American Museum. No one was especially encouraged to inquire in further detail: 

Agra’s promoters insisted that, since she had left Circassia as a child, her homeland existed in her mind as “an 

imperfect and confused dream”, and she remembered little of her native language.15 

As one might expect, the true story was a bit different, and Agra’s promoters took full advantage of the 

interpretive space afforded by imperfect details and confused dreams. John Greenwood had indeed gone east 

on a scouting trip in 1864, looking to engage an allegedly horned woman. Greenwood found no one worth 

exhibiting, and Barnum instructed him via letter to instead look for “a beautiful Circassian girl if you can get 

one”.16 Barnum, in his autobiography, says little about what followed, except that Greenwood disguised 

himself as a slave-buyer and saw “a large number of Circassian girls and women” in Constantinople.17 In 

private correspondence Barnum was more frank about his willingness to conveniently ignore the evils of the 

Ottoman slave economy if it got him a guaranteed hit: “If you can also buy a beautiful Circassian woman”, he 

wrote Greenwood, “do so if you think best; or if you can hire one or two at reasonable prices, do so if you 

think they are pretty and will pass for Circassian slaves . . . if she is beautiful, then she may take in Paris or in 

London or probably both. But look out that in Paris they don't try the law and set her free. It must be 

understood she is free”.18 The Circassian beauty made her debut not long afterward, presented as the result of 

Greenwood’s expedition. An alternative origin story, uncovered by the disability scholar Robert Bogdan in 

his 1988 book Freak Show, offers an explanation that seems far more likely for the sort of Circassian lady 

who spoke in a perfect American accent, and the sort of showman who was not exactly known for his infinite 

patience: Greenwood came back empty-handed, and the American Museum (not wanting to waste a good 

story) decided to cast a “Circassian” beauty from the local talent roster.19 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn15
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn16
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Left and right: Carte de visites of Zalumma Agra "The Star of the East" — Source; Middle: Portrait of 

Zalumma Agra from the Mathew Brady Studio, ca. 1865 — Source 

That the woman in question had distinctively abundant hair was, as best the historical record can tell us, 

initially incidental.20 As the act grew in popularity, though, her style created a stereotype for all subsequent 

women performing as Circassian beauties (completely divorced from the style of actual Circassians): frizzy 

hairdos, the larger the better. Whether or not “Circassian” performers were originally from the Black Sea 

region was generally irrelevant, and in truth the role was a character fiction, played by women — often lower 

class and recently arrived to the U.S. from Europe — who washed their hair in beer to achieve the desired 

look. Soon enough, a succession of women appeared in public performance as Circassian beauties, with a 

carefully crafted foreign allure and a particular visual script: voluminous Afro-like hair, exoticized peasant 

costumes, a bit of skin (more as time went on: dresses eventually gave way to ruffly shorts and tights), and a 

name that usually began with the letter “Z” — Zula Zeleah, Zoe Zobedia, Zuruby Hannum, and Zobeide Luti, 

to name a few. 

The Circassian character — and she was a character, to be sure, as much as any dramatic role — was 

presented as the pinnacle of beauty and evolution. But this ideal white woman was also an unfamiliar 

curiosity from a foreign culture with hair that connoted exoticism and minstrelsy. We have no idea if Barnum 

retained the hairstyle part of the act on purpose, in a direct effort to imitate Black hair or parody Black 

identity; nevertheless, the retention irretrievably linked the Circassian Beauty with the racist associations and 

biases circulating in American society. This entertainment effectively took the prior vogue of 

Circassian beauty, which had far more conventional aspirations (selling glossy brunette hair dye and flowery 

journalism), and added a thick layer of Circassian whiteness. In using large textured hairstyles and suggestive 

poses, Circassian beauties called forth cultural myths about promiscuity, tribalism, and social worthiness, 

borrowing qualities from other racist stereotypes, like the “Jezebel”, a lascivious seductress. “The ethnic 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?search=Carte+de+visite+of+Zalumma+Agra+%22The+Star+of+the+East%22&title=Special:MediaSearch&go=Go&type=image
https://npg.si.edu/object/npg_NPG.81.M1785
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn20
https://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/jezebel/
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kink”, wrote author Charles D. Martin in The White African American Body, referencing the Circassian 

beauty’s hair, “supplied a visible bridge between the normalized, exalted whiteness that conferred citizenship 

and the distinguishing marks of racial difference that facilitated slavery. The emancipated white body still 

bore the evidence of its dark-bodied captivity.”21 The idea of white beauty relying on non-white stereotypes 

— that whiteness, taken to its archetypal extreme, blends Black and Caucasian features — is perhaps the 

strangest, most puzzling, and cunning facet of the Circassian beauty act.22 

 

Carte de visites of some of the many sideshow acts based off the Circassian beauty archetype. Left: Zobedie 

Luti, ca. 1870 — Source; Middle: Zula Zelick, ca. 1870 — Source; Right: Agenetti Alma, date unknown 

— Source 

Within the sideshow ecosystem, the Circassian beauty was more complex than her colleagues. She was not 

celebrated in her individual identity like Anna Swan the giantess,23 nor was she exaggerated into racialized or 

ableist inhumanity like many “ethnic curiosities” of the day. Audiences could view her as morally upright, 

having escaped the harem for a Western lifestyle, but still gasp at her past proximity to prostitution and 

“pagan” sensuality. Rescued from a life of indentured, sexual slavery (so the story went), the woman began 

anew in the United States at the very moment that this nation, built on chattel slavery, passed the Thirteenth 

Amendment in 1865. 

At the time Barnum debuted his Circassian beauty, it was an entertainment consistent with a general culture 

of racial anxiety. In show business, as in science and in the explosive political sphere, matters of race held a 

particular charge. In the middle 1860s, the increasingly violent politics of abolition and its detractors added a 

menacing edge to life in New York, which, despite its northern location, was conspicuously unfriendly toward 

President Lincoln and his refusal to make peace with the South. New York mayor Fernando Wood had 

suggested in 1861 that the city secede from both New York state and the Union — a “venal and corrupt 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn21
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn22
https://unr.dgicloud.com/islandora/object/spphotoscollection:6590
https://exploreuk.uky.edu/catalog/xt7jws8hfb5d_9#page/4/mode/1up
https://collections.lib.utah.edu/details?id=983758
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn23
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master” — entirely.24 That did not happen, but New Yorkers rioted in reaction to the federal draft for four 

days in July 1863, and Confederate press threatening to burn the city in response to Union offensives in the 

South assured readers that “The men to execute the work [raze New York] are already there”.25 The city 

remained so staunchly hostile to Lincoln administration policy and abolitionism that Union general Benjamin 

Butler, nicknamed “The Beast”, was posted to the city along with thousands of soldiers to ensure peace during 

the 1864 Presidential election. And all manner of then-current arts and “sciences”, from phrenology to 

miscegenation theory, attempted to explain and reinforce a scheme of racial hierarchy that overlaid itself onto 

warring political agendas.26 

 

A group of sideshow performers including giants Anna Swan, Noah Orr, and Monsieur Joseph; little people 

Lizzie Reid and Edward Newell; Amos and Charles Gorhen who had albinism; the married "skinny man" and 

"fat lady" John and Hannah Battersby; and on the far left, the Circassian beauties Zuruby Hannum and 

Zalumma Agra, ca. 1870 — Source 

The public’s guilty fascination with white slavery narratives only boosted the Circassian beauty’s popularity, 

and further crowded the inseparable braid of historical concerns and contemporary biases involved in her 

exhibition. No one interpretation seems sufficient, yet all, taken together, do not arrive at clarity. In addition 

to the politics of American slavery and the pervasive social fear of miscegenation, there was the romanticized 

supposition that enslaved harem women were engaged in a “luxurious and mindless” state of posh lounges, 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn24
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn25
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn26
https://collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/16198653
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scanty clothing, and day after day of idle indulgence, while Circassian men had to be rough primitives who 

“value their women less than their stirrups” despite the women’s legendary beauty.27 These stories invoke 

questions about Orientalism, making enemies of foreign sultans, and showing Circassian ladies as subjects in 

need of colonizing influence; and they glorify non-intellectual domesticity in a thumbs-up to conventional 

Victorian-era womanhood. This entertainment was a mixtape that suited the current mood: enough truth about 

Circassian slavery to ground the story in feasibility; enough of a racialized visual language to invoke race and 

slavery in American politics; Orientalist harem stories to justify white colonialist hierarchy; and re-education 

narratives to reinforce female subordination and norms of conduct. 

 

Promotional material for "The Wonderful Eliophobus Family", 1870 — Source 

 

Barnum’s American Museum was an arena in which such questions regarding performance, social structure, 

and racial status could be considered. This sort of museum model, which purported to show the wonders of 

the wider world to a mass of people who did not have the ability to travel, was helpful insofar as it 

democratized access to knowledge (the American Museum drew crowds on par with modern Disneyland); but 

it was a highly curated presentation, in which people and groups could all too easily be fetishized or 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn27
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tokenized.28 And while Barnum’s reputation as an exploitative sideshow huckster is not entirely deserved — 

he was a reputable employer, paid well, and insisted his employees were “living wonders” rather than freaks 

— race undeniably mattered in how performers of color were presented to the paying public. The same P. T. 

Barnum who in 1865 would speak before the Connecticut legislature to lobby for Black voting rights 

nonetheless continued to rely on the profitable prevalence of lazy stereotype and exoticism in paid 

entertainment.29 (For Barnum, as with many prominent men of his era, anti-slavery did not necessarily mean 

pro-equality, and his unwillingness to alienate any paying customer meant that he avoided taking moral 

stances on the stage that were justly called for.) Zalumma Agra and other Circassian beauties would have 

been exhibited under the same roof as the likes of the Lucasie family who had albinism, the “Living Chinese 

Family”, or “What Is It?”, a piece of racist, pseudoscientific theater in which a Black man played the role of a 

supposed “missing link” between apes and humans. All of this assumed and proclaimed a certain white social 

standard, and allowed viewers to feel comfortably superior to the humans who were, in their eyes, reduced to 

“curiosities” on display. 

 

Photograph of the performers, including a Circassian beauty, who were a part of the Barnum and Bailey Show 

while in Olympia, London, 1898 to 1899 — Source 

The stereotype of the Circassian beauty continued in sideshows for quite some time. Dime museums and 

circuses claimed to have the original Zalumma Agra on display for decades, well past the point of feasibility 

(not that anyone seemed to mind). In the 1880s, when Barnum was enjoying later-life fame as a circus 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn28
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entrepreneur, his “Greatest Show on Earth” typically included a Circassian woman in its sideshow, and one of 

the most famous — Zoe Meleke — offered a pamphlet that told the same life story that had accompanied 

Zalumma Agra decades earlier.30 Into the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, as the Circassian story 

had less resonance for audiences, performers often doubled as similarly exoticized snake-charmer acts, or 

displayed their hair as a curiosity without the romance of a Black Sea origin story: this was the case with the 

likes of Mademoiselle Ivy, the “Moss-Haired Girl”, and Zumigo, played by a Black performer. While the 

latter character’s name and hairstyle conjured her “Caucasian” predecessors, Zumigo was billed as an 

Egyptian, swapping peasant costumes for fancy dresses and fringed leotards.31 

The legacy of the Circassian beauty endures, beginning with the fact that the word “Caucasian” is now so 

common in use as to be completely divorced from its origins. Today, the question of race as performance has 

further crossed the permeable barrier between the stage and the outside world — the Circassian woman, after 

all, relied not only on prevalent bias but on the suspension of disbelief that was P. T. Barnum’s stock-in-trade. 

More recent controversies over assumed racial identity, from Rachel Dolezal to Jessica Krug, Hache Carrillo, 

and Andrea Smith, have been carried out in the public sphere, where there is no ticket booth or stage curtain 

to signal a space of malleable truth, and where repercussions touch more than an audience or 

performer.32 Circassian beauties may seem like a distant relic of the Barnum era, their popularity only hinted 

at from the quiet of a cabinet card or carte-de-visite photograph today, but, in demonstrating the pitfalls of 

reducing any experience to a performed stereotype, they still contribute to our ongoing dialogue around race, 

community, and identity. 

1.  

Public Domain Works 

• Biographical sketch of the Circassian girl, Zalumma Agra; or, Star of the east. 

1868 

o Library of Congress 

TEXTS 

• Turkish Harems and Circassian Homes 

Andrée Hope1871 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• “Trademark registration by J. J. Mack & Co. for Davidson's Circassian Bloom brand A 

Preparation for Beautifying the Skin” 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn30
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn31
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties#fn32
https://www.loc.gov/resource/dcmsiabooks.biographicalsket00unse_3/?sp=1&r=-0.278,0.804,0.88,0.462,0
https://archive.org/details/39020025954804-turkishharemsci/page/n9/mode/2up
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1886 

o Library of Congress 

TEXTS 

• Struggles and Triumphs: Forty Years’ Recollections 

P. T. Barnum1872 

o Project Gutenberg 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• Freak Show: Presenting Human Oddities for Amusement and Profit 

By Robert Bogdan 

Robert Bogdan’s fascinating social history brings to life the world of the freak show and explores the culture 

that nurtured and, later, abandoned it. In uncovering this neglected chapter of show business, he describes in 

detail the flimflam artistry behind the shows, the promoters and the audiences, and the gradual evolution of 

public opinion from awe to embarrassment. Freaks were not born, Bogdan reveals; they were manufactured 

by the amusement world, usually with the active participation of the freaks themselves. Many of the "human 

curiosities" found fame and fortune, becoming the celebrities of their time, until the ascent of professional 

medicine transformed them from marvels into pathological specimens. 

More Info and Buy 

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2020707673/
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/50115
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226063127/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226063127/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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• Never One Nation: Freaks, Savages, and Whiteness in U.S. Popular Culture, 1850-1877 

By Linda Frost 

Reviewing popular culture from newspaper headlines to sideshows, how American identity was forged 

through exclusion and stigmatization, Linda Frost argues that during the decades surrounding the Civil War, 

American identity was constructed not only nationally but also locally. Depictions of race, class, and sexuality 

seen in P. T. Barnum's museums, in the image of the Circassian Beauty, and in popular periodicals like 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/081664490X/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226063127/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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Harper's Weekly and the San Francisco Golden Era further illustrated who was — and who was not — an 

American. 

More Info and Buy 
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• Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body 

Edited by Rosemarie Garland Thomson 

Giants. Dwarfs. Tribal non-Westerners. The very large. The very thin. Hermaphrodites. Conjoined twins. The 

disabled. The very hirsute. In American history, all have shared the platform equally, as freaks, human 

oddities, their only commonality their assigned role of anomalous other to the gathered throngs. For the price 

of a ticket, freak shows offered spectators an icon of bodily otherness whose difference from them secured 

their own membership in a common American identity — by comparison ordinary, tractable, normal. 

More Info and Buy 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties 

  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0814782221/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0814782221/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/circassian-beauties
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The Raven 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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The Raven earned Poe instant fame when it was published twice in 1845. He wrote an earlier poem about its 

central character, Lenore in 1843. Visit our useful The Raven Study Guide. Poe borrowed the meter 

from Elizabeth Barrett Browning's poem Lady Geraldine's Courtship. The Raven and Other Poems -- a 

collection he published in 1845 -- is dedicated to Browning. Poe may have been inspired by Dickens' raven, 

Grip, from his book, Barnaby Rudge. The Raven is featured in our Poetry for Students and Gothic Literature 

Study Guide 

 

 

Gustave Dore, 1884: "Not the least obeisance made he." 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary, 

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore, 

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, 

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. 

`'Tis some visitor,' I muttered, `tapping at my chamber door - 

Only this, and nothing more.' 

 

Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December, 

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor. 

Eagerly I wished the morrow; - vainly I had sought to borrow 

From my books surcease of sorrow - sorrow for the lost Lenore - 

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels named Lenore - 

Nameless here for evermore. 

 

And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/poem/lenore
https://americanliterature.com/the-raven-study-guide
https://americanliterature.com/author/elizabeth-barrett-browning/bio-books-stories
https://americanliterature.com/author/elizabeth-barrett-browning/poem/lady-geraldines-courtship
https://americanliterature.com/author/elizabeth-barrett-browning/bio-books-stories
https://americanliterature.com/author/charles-dickens/bio-books-stories
https://americanliterature.com/author/charles-dickens/book/barnaby-rudge/summary
https://americanliterature.com/poetry-for-students
https://americanliterature.com/gothic-literature-study-guide
https://americanliterature.com/gothic-literature-study-guide
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Thrilled me - filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before; 

So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating 

`'Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door - 

Some late visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door; - 

This it is, and nothing more,' 

 

Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating then no longer, 

`Sir,' said I, `or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore; 

But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping, 

And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door, 

That I scarce was sure I heard you' - here I opened wide the door; - 

Darkness there, and nothing more. 

 

Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing, 

Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before; 

But the silence was unbroken, and the darkness gave no token, 

And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, `Lenore!' 

This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word, `Lenore!' 

Merely this and nothing more. 

 

Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning, 
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Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat louder than before. 

`Surely,' said I, `surely that is something at my window lattice; 

Let me see then, what thereat is, and this mystery explore - 

Let my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore; - 

'Tis the wind and nothing more!' 

 

Open here I flung the shutter, when, with many a flirt and flutter, 

In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly days of yore. 

Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute stopped or stayed he; 

But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door - 

Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my chamber door - 

Perched, and sat, and nothing more. 

 

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling, 

By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore, 

`Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,' I said,  

`art sure no craven. 

Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering from the nightly shore - 

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night's Plutonian shore!' 

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.' 
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Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly, 

Though its answer little meaning - little relevancy bore; 

For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being 

Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door - 

Bird or beast above the sculptured bust above his chamber door, 

With such name as `Nevermore.' 

 

But the raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, spoke only, 

That one word, as if his soul in that one word he did outpour. 

Nothing further then he uttered - not a feather then he fluttered - 

Till I scarcely more than muttered `Other friends have flown before - 

On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes have flown before.' 

Then the bird said, `Nevermore.' 

 

Startled at the stillness broken by reply so aptly spoken, 

`Doubtless,' said I, `what it utters is its only stock and store, 

Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful disaster 

Followed fast and followed faster till his songs one burden bore - 

Till the dirges of his hope that melancholy burden bore 

Of "Never-nevermore."' 
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But the raven still beguiling all my sad soul into smiling, 

Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird and bust and door; 

Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking 

Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous bird of yore - 

What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore 

Meant in croaking `Nevermore.' 

 

This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable expressing 

To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom's core; 

This and more I sat divining, with my head at ease reclining 

On the cushion's velvet lining that the lamp-light gloated o'er, 

But whose velvet violet lining with the lamp-light gloating o'er, 

She shall press, ah, nevermore! 

 

Then, methought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen  

censer 

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor. 

`Wretch,' I cried, `thy God hath lent thee - by these angels he  

has sent thee 

Respite - respite and nepenthe from thy memories of Lenore! 

Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe, and forget this lost Lenore!' 
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Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.' 

 

`Prophet!' said I, `thing of evil! - prophet still, if bird or devil! - 

Whether tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore, 

Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchanted - 

On this home by horror haunted - tell me truly, I implore - 

Is there - is there balm in Gilead? - tell me - tell me, I implore!' 

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.' 

 

`Prophet!' said I, `thing of evil! - prophet still, if bird or devil! 

By that Heaven that bends above us - by that God we both adore - 

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn, 

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels named Lenore - 

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the angels named Lenore?' 

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.' 

 

`Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!' I shrieked upstarting - 

`Get thee back into the tempest and the Night's Plutonian shore! 

Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken! 

Leave my loneliness unbroken! - quit the bust above my door! 

Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!' 
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Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.' 

 

And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting 

On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door; 

And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon's that is dreaming, 

And the lamp-light o'er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor; 

And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor 

Shall be lifted - nevermore! 
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https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/poem/the-raven 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/poem/the-raven
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Increases in extreme humid-heat disproportionately affect populated regions 

The world is not only getting hotter but also more humid 

 
 

The world is not only getting hotter but also more humid. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

 

The world is not only getting hotter but also more humid. New research by Washington State University 

scientists shows that people living in areas where humid-heat extremes are already a significant hazard are 

bearing the brunt of the impact.  

The study, published in the journal Geophysical Research Letters, presents the timing, frequency, and severity 

of extreme humid-heat and dry-heat events along with recent trends using hourly data at a spatial resolution of 

about 25 kilometers, or 15.5 miles.  The work was supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303812&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1029/2021GL094183
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1934358&HistoricalAwards=false


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

49 

"We identify a greater increase in population exposure to humid-heat as compared to dry-heat, emphasizing 

the importance of understanding humidity changes in a warming world," said study lead author Cassandra 

Rogers of Washington State University.  

Most of Europe, northern South America, Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and the island chains between the 

Indian and Pacific oceans, as well as the Northern Hemisphere oceans, have experienced statistically 

significant increases in both dry and humid-heat extremes, according to the researchers' analysis.  

However, a few regions of the planet showed trends that are particularly worrisome. 

"For example, increases in the occurrence of humid-heat were strongest over populous regions in South and 

Southeast Asia and the southeastern U.S., where changes in dry-heat frequency, as measured by temperature 

alone, are small or non-significant," said study co-author Deepti Singh.  

Rogers and Singh's work, along with that of their collaborators, suggests that increasing irrigation intensity 

could be increasing humidity and consequently extreme humid-heat, since a large fraction of land-area in 

these regions is croplands and the timing of high irrigation rates over places like India coincide with the 

warmest temperatures.  

The consequences could be severe unless efforts are taken to reduce the impact on vulnerable workers.  

"With many areas in these regions already approaching the survivability limit of heat and humidity, manual, 

labor-intensive outdoor work such as agricultural activities, construction and pulled- or cycle-powered 

rickshaw transport could become infeasible during the hot parts of the day for much of the year," Rogers said.  

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=303812&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.wsu.edu/press-release/2021/10/13/increases-in-extreme-humid-heat-disproportionately-affect-populated-regions/
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=303812&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=303812&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

50 

Voting theory: the origins 

ECONOMICS • HUMANITIES & SOCIAL SCIENCES • SOCIOLOGY 

ByJesús Zamora Bonilla November 3, 2021 0 comments 

Photo: Mika Baumeister / Unsplash 

That collective decisions made through voting may lead to some weird consequences is something probably 

well known since the first time one tribe started to use some kind of voting in order to reach an agreement. 

Contrarily to what happens in many other areas of human wisdom, we don’t have any deep reflections on the 

topic from the otherwise prolific Greek philosophers of the Classical Age, though surely they encountered 

many cases in which voting procedures could be somehow “improved”: it seems that they tended to consider 

that the problems with voting were more an effect of the poor rationality of individual voters (as when the 

Athenian great jury condemned Socrates to death by more votes than had been cast to declare him guilty of 

impiety), than of the voting system itself. Some passing remarks about the possibility of manipulating the 

result of voting by modifying the number or the order in which the proposals are voted were made by the 

Roman writer Pliny the Younger, but apparently with no hindsight about the possibility of experimenting with 

different voting rules. It was the process for the election of new Popes in the Catholic Church what provided 

the opportunity for a deeper reflection on voting procedures, more than a millennium after Pliny: till the 12th 

century, the fiction was kept that those elections, as well as the canons from the councils, were always 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/economics/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/sociology/
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/11/03/voting-theory-the-origins/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/11/03/voting-theory-the-origins/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#comments
https://unsplash.com/@mbaumi?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/voting?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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approved by unanimity or near unanimity (acclamation or compromissum), but in 1179 Alexander III 

introduced the rule of two thirds, a kind of qualified majority, surely backed by a thoughtful discussion 

amongst the nascent representatives of Scholastic philosophy, of which, unfortunately, no records exist. 

It was the Spanish intellectual Ramon Llull (latinized as Raymundus Lullius), described by Martin Gardner as 

‘one of the most inspired madmen who ever lived’, who gained the honour of being the first author who 

elaborated something like a theoretical discussion about voting rules, in several texts from the end of the 13th 

century, including his Catalan book Blanquerna, the first novel written in a modern European language. In 

particular, Llull proposed a system in which there was a vote amongst each possible pair of candidates (if 

candidates are also electors, the two members of each pair are not allowed to vote), and the candidate wining 

the most pair-wise single contests is then elected (this is, of course, a procedure analogous to the traditional 

‘league’ tournaments in many sports).  

The candidate that would be elected under such a voting procedure will later became known as a ‘Condorcet 

winner’, although ‘Lullius winner’ would be a much more suitable name). More than one century later, the 

churchman, philosopher and mathematician Nicholas Cusanus proposed a method equivalent to what will 

become known as ‘Borda count’: each elector orders all the n candidates according to his or her preferences 

(these procedures were intended to be applied to the election of abbots and abbesses by the monks or nuns of 

the monastery), and numbers them from n to 1; the winner is the candidate that gets more points when these 

numbers are summed up. 

After this brief flash of relatively primitive reflection on voting, nothing of interest was produced within the 

next three centuries, until a group of philosophes, very probably without any knowledge of those forerunners, 

started to study the topic in the eve of the democratic revolutions of the Enlightenment. The two most 

important figures were the already mentioned Jean-Charles de Borda and the Marquis of Condorcet. It was 

Condorcet who, reflecting on the method of voting proposed by Borda, discover what became known as the 

‘Condorcet paradox’: the fact that pairwise comparisons amongst candidates can lead to cycles (candidate A 

beating candidate B, B beating C, and C beating A).  

This may happen not only with the Borda count, but with most other procedures, and entails that collective 

preferences may not be transitive, at least if derived from individual preferences by means of voting. Another 

severe problem soon discovered in these voting rules is that they might be subject to manipulation, not by the 

people with power to decide who are electors and candidates, but by the electors themselves, in the sense that 

there may be cases in which a voter has a higher chance of reaching a better result by voting in contradiction 

with his or her real preferences: for example, in a Lullian-Condorcet contest between candidates A and B, one 

elector may vote for B even if preferring A, if that makes C (the elector’s favourite candidate) more likely the 

final winner; or, in a Cusan-Borda election, one voter may rank his second-best candidate in the last position, 

if that makes the victory of his favourite candidate more probable. It was again a Spaniard mathematician, 

José Isidoro Morales, who discovered this fact, to which Borda replied that his method was only attempted for 

‘honest electors’. 

Unfortunately, the Borda-Condorcet-Morales debate was mostly forgotten for almost another century, and 

some of their ideas had to be independently rediscovered in the 1870’s by the mathematician Charles 

Dodgson (better known by his pseudonym Lewis Carroll), who also worked on proportional representation. 

Another Victorian Englishman (but based in Australia) who worked on electoral rules, this time with 
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knowledge of the Enlightened precursors, was Edward Nanson. But, again, neither of their contributions had 

any repercussion on the political or theoretical development of electoral rules in their time, in spite of being 

an epoch of growing introduction of more or less democratic systems in many Western countries; to use the 

words of the author whose historical survey is my guide on this topic: “the record shows that these electoral 

systems were mostly adopted by politicians who perceived partisan advantages in them, and not because of 

any mathematical arguments”. 

Non-transitivity and manipulability are two members of the triad of ‘classical paradoxes’ that may affect 

voting rules, and that are studied in the field of economic theory known as social choice. This triad was 

completed by the American mathematician Edward Huntington in a paper of 1938, where he showed that 

procedures like the Borda count violate what he called the ‘principle of relevance’: introducing a new 

alternative or candidate which is not the favourite one of any elector may affect the choice of the winner. This 

is, of course, the principle that soon was to be baptized as ‘independence from irrelevant alternatives’ in what 

became the birth of the modern, systematic theory of voting, under the leadership of Kenneth Arrow, but this 

is another story. 

References 

McLean, I. (2015), “The strange history of social choice, and the contribution of the Public Choice Society to 

its fifth revival”, Public Choice, 163: 153-165. 
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Goldacre 

by Monica Youn 

Issue no. 217 (Summer 2016) 

We’ve seen claims that Twinkies . . . aren’t baked, the sponge cake instead being “a pure chemical reaction” 

involving something that “foams up”; the deception is made complete by coloring the confections’ bottoms 

brown to make it appear that they’ve been baked . . . As always, the truth is far less exciting than the lore.  

—Snopes.com 

as if         you were ever wide-eyed enough to believe in urban legends 

as if         these plot elements weren’t the stalest of clichés: the secret lab, the          anaerobic chamber, the 

gloved hand ex machina, the chemical-         infused fog 

as if         every origin story didn’t center on the same sweet myth of a lost          wholeness 

as if         such longing would seem more palatable if packaged as nostalgia 

as if         there had once been an instant of unity, smoothly numinous, pellucid 

as if         inner and outer were merely phases of the same substance 

as if         this whiteness had been your original condition 

as if         it hadn’t been what was piped into you, what suffused each vacant          cell, each airhole, each 

pore 

as if         you had started out skinless, shameless, blameless, creamy 

as if         whipped, passive 

as if         extruded, quivering with volatility in a metal mold 

as if         a catalyzing vapor triggered a latent reaction 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bcc99dcf1d&e=d538c8f2e0
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as if         your flesh foamed up, a hydrogenated emulsion consisting mostly          of trapped air 

as if         though spongelike, you could remain shelf-stable for decades, part          embalming fluid, part 

rocket fuel, part glue 

as if         instead you had been named twin, a word for “likeness”; or wink, a          word for “joke”; or ink, a 

word for “stain”; or key, a word for “answer” 

as if         your skin oxidized to its present burnished hue, golden 

as if         homemade 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bcc99dcf1d&e=d538c8f2e0 
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Sredni Vashtar 

by H.H. Munro (SAKI) 

 

Sredni Vashtar was published in Saki's book, Chronicles of Clovis in 1911. It is featured in our collection 

of Halloween Stories. 

 

Pearson Scott 

Foresman, polecat drawing, 2008 

Conradin was ten years old, and the doctor had pronounced his professional opinion that the boy would not 

live another five years. The doctor was silky and effete, and counted for little, but his opinion was endorsed 

by Mrs. De Ropp, who counted for nearly everything. Mrs. De Ropp was Conradin's cousin and guardian, and 

in his eyes she represented those three-fifths of the world that are necessary and disagreeable and real; the 

other two-fifths, in perpetual antagonism to the foregoing, were summed up in himself and his imagination. 

One of these days Conradin supposed he would succumb to the mastering pressure of wearisome necessary 

things---such as illnesses and coddling restrictions and drawn-out dullness. Without his imagination, which 

was rampant under the spur of loneliness, he would have succumbed long ago. 

Mrs. De Ropp would never, in her honestest moments, have confessed to herself that she disliked Conradin, 

though she might have been dimly aware that thwarting him "for his good" was a duty which she did not find 

particularly irksome. Conradin hated her with a desperate sincerity which he was perfectly able to mask. Such 

few pleasures as he could contrive for himself gained an added relish from the likelihood that they would be 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hh-munro-saki
https://americanliterature.com/halloween
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displeasing to his guardian, and from the realm of his imagination she was locked out---an unclean thing, 

which should find no entrance. 

In the dull, cheerless garden, overlooked by so many windows that were ready to open with a message not to 

do this or that, or a reminder that medicines were due, he found little attraction. The few fruit-trees that it 

contained were set jealously apart from his plucking, as though they were rare specimens of their kind 

blooming in an arid waste; it would probably have been difficult to find a market-gardener who would have 

offered ten shillings for their entire yearly produce. In a forgotten corner, however, almost hidden behind a 

dismal shrubbery, was a disused tool-shed of respectable proportions, and within its walls Conradin found a 

haven, something that took on the varying aspects of a playroom and a cathedral. He had peopled it with a 

legion of familiar phantoms, evoked partly from fragments of history and partly from his own brain, but it 

also boasted two inmates of flesh and blood. In one corner lived a ragged-plumaged Houdan hen, on which 

the boy lavished an affection that had scarcely another outlet. Further back in the gloom stood a large hutch, 

divided into two compartments, one of which was fronted with close iron bars. This was the abode of a large 

polecat-ferret, which a friendly butcher-boy had once smuggled, cage and all, into its present quarters, in 

exchange for a long-secreted hoard of small silver. Conradin was dreadfully afraid of the lithe, sharp-fanged 

beast, but it was his most treasured possession. Its very presence in the tool-shed was a secret and fearful joy, 

to be kept scrupulously from the knowledge of the Woman, as he privately dubbed his cousin. And one day, 

out of Heaven knows what material, he spun the beast a wonderful name, and from that moment it grew into a 

god and a religion. The Woman indulged in religion once a week at a church near by, and took Conradin with 

her, but to him the church service was an alien rite in the House of Rimmon. Every Thursday, in the dim and 

musty silence of the tool-shed, he worshipped with mystic and elaborate ceremonial before the wooden hutch 

where dwelt Sredni Vashtar, the great ferret. Red flowers in their season and scarlet berries in the winter-time 

were offered at his shrine, for he was a god who laid some special stress on the fierce impatient side of things, 

as opposed to the Woman's religion, which, as far as Conradin could observe, went to great lengths in the 

contrary direction. And on great festivals powdered nutmeg was strewn in front of his hutch, an important 

feature of the offering being that the nutmeg had to be stolen. These festivals were of irregular occurrence, 

and were chiefly appointed to celebrate some passing event. On one occasion, when Mrs. De Ropp suffered 

from acute toothache for three days, Conradin kept up the festival during the entire three days, and almost 

succeeded in persuading himself that Sredni Vashtar was personally responsible for the toothache. If the 

malady had lasted for another day the supply of nutmeg would have given out. 

The Houdan hen was never drawn into the cult of Sredni Vashtar. Conradin had long ago settled that she was 

an Anabaptist. He did not pretend to have the remotest knowledge as to what an Anabaptist was, but he 

privately hoped that it was dashing and not very respectable. Mrs. De Ropp was the ground plan on which he 

based and detested all respectability. 

After a while Conradin's absorption in the tool-shed began to attract the notice of his guardian. "It is not good 

for him to be pottering down there in all weathers," she promptly decided, and at breakfast one morning she 

announced that the Houdan hen had been sold and taken away overnight. With her short-sighted eyes she 

peered at Conradin, waiting for an outbreak of rage and sorrow, which she was ready to rebuke with a flow of 

excellent precepts and reasoning. But Conradin said nothing: there was nothing to be said. Something perhaps 

in his white set face gave her a momentary qualm, for at tea that afternoon there was toast on the table, a 

delicacy which she usually banned on the ground that it was bad for him; also because the making of it "gave 

trouble," a deadly offence in the middle-class feminine eye. 
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"I thought you liked toast," she exclaimed, with an injured air, observing that he did not touch it. 

"Sometimes," said Conradin. 

In the shed that evening there was an innovation in the worship of the hutch-god. Conradin had been wont to 

chant his praises, tonight be asked a boon. 

"Do one thing for me, Sredni Vashtar." 

The thing was not specified. As Sredni Vashtar was a god he must be supposed to know. And choking back a 

sob as he looked at that other empty comer, Conradin went back to the world he so hated. 

And every night, in the welcome darkness of his bedroom, and every evening in the dusk of the tool-shed, 

Conradin's bitter litany went up: "Do one thing for me, Sredni Vashtar." 

Mrs. De Ropp noticed that the visits to the shed did not cease, and one day she made a further journey of 

inspection. 

"What are you keeping in that locked hutch?" she asked. "I believe it's guinea-pigs. I'll have them all cleared 

away." 

Conradin shut his lips tight, but the Woman ransacked his bedroom till she found the carefully hidden key, 

and forthwith marched down to the shed to complete her discovery. It was a cold afternoon, and Conradin had 

been bidden to keep to the house. From the furthest window of the dining-room the door of the shed could just 

be seen beyond the corner of the shrubbery, and there Conradin stationed himself. He saw the Woman enter, 

and then be imagined her opening the door of the sacred hutch and peering down with her short-sighted eyes 

into the thick straw bed where his god lay hidden. Perhaps she would prod at the straw in her clumsy 

impatience. And Conradin fervently breathed his prayer for the last time. But he knew as he prayed that he did 

not believe. He knew that the Woman would come out presently with that pursed smile he loathed so well on 

her face, and that in an hour or two the gardener would carry away his wonderful god, a god no longer, but a 

simple brown ferret in a hutch. And he knew that the Woman would triumph always as she triumphed now, 

and that he would grow ever more sickly under her pestering and domineering and superior wisdom, till one 

day nothing would matter much more with him, and the doctor would be proved right. And in the sting and 

misery of his defeat, he began to chant loudly and defiantly the hymn of his threatened idol: 

Sredni Vashtar went forth, 

His thoughts were red thoughts and his teeth were white. 

His enemies called for peace, but he brought them death. 

Sredni Vashtar the Beautiful. 
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And then of a sudden he stopped his chanting and drew closer to the window-pane. The door of the shed still 

stood ajar as it had been left, and the minutes were slipping by. They were long minutes, but they slipped by 

nevertheless. He watched the starlings running and flying in little parties across the lawn; he counted them 

over and over again, with one eye always on that swinging door. A sour-faced maid came in to lay the table 

for tea, and still Conradin stood and waited and watched. Hope had crept by inches into his heart, and now a 

look of triumph began to blaze in his eyes that had only known the wistful patience of defeat. Under his 

breath, with a furtive exultation, he began once again the pan of victory and devastation. And presently his 

eyes were rewarded: out through that doorway came a long, low, yellow-and-brown beast, with eyes a-blink 

at the waning daylight, and dark wet stains around the fur of jaws and throat. Conradin dropped on his knees. 

The great polecat-ferret made its way down to a small brook at the foot of the garden, drank for a moment, 

then crossed a little plank bridge and was lost to sight in the bushes. Such was the passing of Sredni Vashtar. 

"Tea is ready," said the sour-faced maid; "where is the mistress?" "She went down to the shed some time 

ago," said Conradin. And while the maid went to summon her mistress to tea, Conradin fished a toasting-fork 

out of the sideboard drawer and proceeded to toast himself a piece of bread. And during the toasting of it and 

the buttering of it with much butter and the slow enjoyment of eating it, Conradin listened to the noises and 

silences which fell in quick spasms beyond the dining-room door. The loud foolish screaming of the maid, the 

answering chorus of wondering ejaculations from the kitchen region, the scuttering footsteps and hurried 

embassies for outside help, and then, after a lull, the scared sobbings and the shuffling tread of those who bore 

a heavy burden into the house. 

"Whoever will break it to the poor child? I couldn't for the life of me!" exclaimed a shrill voice. And while 

they debated the matter among themselves, Conradin made himself another piece of toast. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hh-munro-saki/short-story/sredni-vashtar 
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CODE BLUE: BALLARD, BOSCH AND A CITY IN CRISIS IN MICHAEL CONNELLY'S THE 

DARK HOURS 

Connelly – the shadow historian for the LAPD and the city of Los Angeles – shows both institutions 

approaching a crisis point. 

NOVEMBER 10, 2021 BY BRUCE RIORDAN 

 

 

For four decades, nobody has worked the Los Angeles crime beat better than Michael Connelly. Connelly’s 

“watch” started in the 1980s as a crime reporter with the Los Angeles Times and continued, since 1991, with 

the publication of 36 crime novels set in the city. He has covered everything from the chaos that gripped the 

city after the 1992 acquittal of four LAPD Officers charged with the savage beating of African American 

motorist Rodney King to the imposition of a federal consent decree over the LAPD in 2001 after another 

scandal in the Rampart Division, and from the shuttering of the dilapidated Parker Center on Los Angeles 

Street to the opening of a gleaming new LAPD headquarters on First Street. Connelly’s books have so much 

credibility that he has become something of a shadow historian for the LAPD and – by extension – for the city 

of Los Angeles. 

https://crimereads.com/author/bruceriordan/
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I have faithfully read everything Connelly has written, but nothing prepared me for the searing depiction of a 

police department – and a city – in mortal distress that I found in his newest novel, The Dark Hours. If you 

have wondered what post-pandemic, post-civil unrest crime literature might look like; read this book. 

The Dark Hours is the fourth Connolly novel to feature LAPD Detective Renée Ballard who first appeared in 

2017’s The Late Show. Ballard works the “late show” in LAPD’s Hollywood Division, the dark hours 

between midnight and dawn when the city is sleeping and predators are on the prowl. Unlike other cops, 

Ballard thrives on the graveyard shift, where she can work her cases free from department interference, 

pursuing justice on her own terms. 

In Ballard’s last two outings, Dark Sacred Night and The Night Fire, she shared equal billing with retired 

LAPD Detective Harry Bosch. Ballard and Bosch also shared equally in the plot, with Connelly trading 

chapters between the characters as they developed an unorthodox partnership with Ballard inside the LAPD 

and Bosch on the outside. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

In The Dark Hours, Ballard describes the evolution of their relationship: 

“Bosch had always been a sort of homicide guru to Ballard. Since the night she caught him going through her 

files in the D-bureau – long after he’d retired. She wasn’t sure whether it was the wisdom or experience, of if 

experience brought the wisdom, but she knew he was never just backup. He was her go-to guy and she trusted 

him.” 

https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780316485647
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781538731765
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781538701454
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780316485647
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The Dark Hours is billed as a “Ballard and Bosch Novel,” but here Ballard is the star of the show with Bosch 

providing her with much-needed back-up and support. 

The novel opens as the clock strikes midnight on New Year’s Eve, closing out the pandemic year of 2020. 

Detective Ballard is on tactical patrol, policing trigger-happy revelers who fill the night skies with stray 

bullets at the stroke of midnight. She is in uniform for the first time since the entire department was called out 

to handle citywide civil unrest earlier in the pandemic year. Ballard’s uniform still reeks of tear gas from 

those encounters, causing her to reflect on the impact of “the year that had been:” 

“The pandemic and protests had changed everything. The department went from being proactive to being 

reactive. And the change had somehow cast Ballard adrift. She had found herself more than once thinking 

about quitting.” 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Inside the formerly confident LAPD, Ballard now sees a thoroughly demoralized police force: 

“To Ballard, much of the department had fallen into the pose of a citizen caught in the middle of a bank 

robbery. Head down, eyes averted, adhering to the warning: nobody move, and nobody gets hurt.” 

Nobody move and nobody gets hurt. 

That is a very long way from “to protect and to serve” and an even longer way from Harry Bosch’s personal 

code – “everybody counts or nobody counts.” 

Ballard is an outlier in her own department, still working her cases, following her own personal code which 

she describes as “getting off my ass and knocking on doors.” Ballard has what Raymond Chandler described 

as an essential characteristic of a hero in a detective novel, a “personal conscience.” 

Ballard, like Bosch, never quits a case. She takes every case personally. 

In The Dark Hours, Ballard is investigating two separate cases. One is a serial rapist case involving two 

violent perps dubbed the “Midnight Men” who break and enter homes in the Hollywood Hills at night to rape 

and terrorize single women. The other is a case Ballard picked up during her New Year’s Eve patrol – the 

mysterious New Year’s Eve murder of a seemingly law-abiding Hollywood auto body shop owner named 

Javier Raffa that takes place as guns are going off all over Hollywood to ring in the New Year. Ballistics in 

the Raffa investigation point Ballard to an old “open and unsolved” murder from the Harry Bosch files. 

Pursuing the lead, Ballard enlists Bosch, now retired and working private investigation, to help her. With the 

rest of the police department sitting on their hands, Bosch also offers her backup on the Midnight Men 

investigation. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 
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As January 2021 unfolds amidst surrealistic scenes of insurrection in the nation’s Capitol, Ballard and Bosch 

patrol a city buckling under the impact of both the pandemic and an “epidemic of the unhoused.” In one 

sequence, Ballard takes a call to investigate a death at a homeless encampment. Connelly has described the 

murders of homeless victims in his crime fiction before, but I can’t recall anything as moving as his 

description of Ballard’s encounter with an encampment under the Gower Street overpass of the Hollywood 

Freeway: 

“During the pandemic it had grown from a few tents to a full community of tents, lean-tos, and other ragtag 

structures – belonging to a homeless community that numbered at least 100 people. . . . A piece of blue tarp 

used as a door had been flipped up over the top of the makeshift shack. There was not enough room for 

anyone other than Ballard to enter. The space was smaller than a cell at the old county jail.  There was a 

dirty mattress on the ground and on it the body of a fully dressed man with unkempt hair and a straggly 

beard. Ballard estimated that he was in his twenties even though he looked like he was in his thirties, his body 

aged by drug use and living on the streets. He was on his back, his eyes pulled open in rictus and cast 

upward. There was no roof. Twenty-five feet above them was the steel underside of the freeway. It rumbled 

every time a car crossed it, and even at midnight the traffic up there was a constant.” 

Amidst the heart-wrenching ruins of a dysfunctional city and the confounding passivity of a broken police 

department, Ballard struggles to keep her focus on the case work which has given her “purpose” amidst the 

wreckage. With Bosch as her only back-up, Ballard follows her instinct to “get off my ass and knock on 

doors” and finds herself face-to-face with the Midnight Men. Relying on their unorthodox, and unauthorized, 

partnership, Ballard and Bosch follow every lead to close both cases in thrilling fashion and not without a few 

cliffhangers. 

But after solving the cases, the novel’s real cliffhanger remains. 

The real cliffhanger in The Dark Hours is what’s next for Renée Ballard? 

Disappointed by her department and frustrated with her colleagues, Ballard is on the verge of “pulling the 

pin” and quitting the LAPD for good. An offer to join Bosch in private investigation beckons. The book 

closes with Ballard undecided on her future after an encounter with the Chief of Police who tells her the 

department can’t afford to lose good cops like Ballard and that the LAPD needs to change – from the inside. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

“We either change or we die,” the Chief advises Ballard. 

To change or to die. That is the question. 

Will Ballard stay with the LAPD and work for change from inside or will she go into partnership with Bosch 

on the outside and let the department die? 

I don’t know where Connelly will go next with Ballard, but I do know this: Renée Ballard is a fighter. From 

the start of this series, she has been fighting every step of the way  – fighting for the victims in her cases, 
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fighting against discrimination and harassment in a male-dominated police force, and fighting to break what 

Connolly portrays as the ultimate glass ceiling in policing – becoming a detective in the elite, and highly 

cloistered, RTD – Robbery-Homicide Division. 

Maybe Connelly’s Chief of Police is right.  Maybe the LAPD needs fierce fighters for justice like Ballard – 

cops willing to “get off their asses and knock on doors” – no matter what the obstacles. And maybe, if cops 

who care enough to fight for justice – cops like Ballard –  “pull the pin” and quit, then there won’t be much 

left to fight for. 

We won’t know the answers to those questions until the next chapter in the Ballard series. In the meantime, in 

the words of the soul singer William DeVaughn, “be thankful for what you got,” and join Ballard and Bosch 

in The Dark Hours. 

•  

BoschBruce RiordanCalifornia crime fictionHarry BoschLos AngelesMichael ConnellyRenee Ballard 

 

 

 

Bruce Riordan 

Bruce K. Riordan is a federal prosecutor in Los Angeles. All of the views expressed in this review are entirely 

his own and do not reflect the views of his employer, the federal government or anyone else living or dead. 

 

https://crimereads.com/ballard-bosch-michael-connelly-dark-hours/  
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https://crimereads.com/tag/los-angeles/
https://crimereads.com/tag/michael-connelly/
https://crimereads.com/tag/renee-ballard/
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A Case for Football as the Most Literary of American Sports 

Baseball Has Reigned Long Enough, Says Corey Sobel 

By Corey Sobel 

 

November 2, 2021 

An embarrassing thing to admit to, but it’s the truth—for the past five years, I have been haunted by a blurb. 

One night in the summer of 2016, I was scanning the fiction shelves at Unnameable Books in Prospect 

Heights when I came across the hardcover of Chris Bachelder’s The Throwback Special, a comic, subtly 

experimental novel about 22 friends who convene every year to dress up in ratty football pads and reenact 

Lawrence Taylor’s infamous tackle of Joe Theismann. I would eventually read the book and learn just how 

brilliant it was; but that night I was spooked off buying it—off even holding the thing for one second longer—

by the aforementioned blurb, by Tom Bissell: 

“A hilarious literary novel about our least hilarious—and least literary—national pastime.” 

The blurb unnerved me on a few fronts. Most immediately, I had been writing a novel that drew on my 

experiences as a scholarship linebacker at a Division One college program, and this sentiment from an 

established member of the literary world—so dismissive as to be parenthetical—didn’t bode well for how my 

book would be received. More generally, Bissell was repeating an orthodoxy that had apparently only become 

more engrained since I first heard it years earlier: that football doesn’t rise to the level of serious literary 

consideration, and thus what little literary fiction about the game that does exist is something of a freak. 

https://lithub.com/author/coreysobel/
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780393353785
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qzjUAnqwpqw
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To be fair, Bissell is right, football is not a mainstay of our literary culture, a fact that can be confirmed via 

any number of highly un-rigorous methodologies. Hie thee to your book search engine of choice and type in 

“football novel” and you’ll find yourself wandering down long digital hallways decorated chiefly by two 

types of images: 1) book cover thumbnails for volumes about that “other” football (i.e. soccer), or 2) cover 

thumbnails with steamy sans serif titles such as Blindsided (By His Game), which usually display a torso with 

its head cropped off, beefy shoulders sporting infinitesimal shoulder pads, and a full order of greased abs. 

If the baseball novel shows America as we’d like to see ourselves, the football novel can show us as we are. 

A few noteworthy, non-Bachelder novels about football have been published in the last ten years: Billy Lynn’s 

Long Halftime Walk, Copperhead, Lost Empress. These are harder to search for because they’re typically 

catalogued under other, more serious (or at least more bankable) subjects for literature, whether that’s the 

hollow glorification of our troops (Billy Lynn), the tenacious legacy of white supremacy (Copperhead), or the 

entrenchment of the carceral economy (Empress). 

The last century boasts a few more, somewhat prominent titles, such as North Dallas Forty and Semi-Tough. 

But the former is far better known as the film starring Nick Nolte, while the latter—notwithstanding Sports 

Illustrated listing it as one of the top 100 sports books of all time—is an artifact of an era when throwing 

around racial epithets was seen as an act of literary audacity (go ahead and read the novel’s opening page—

I dare you). 

https://bookshop.org/books/billy-lynn-s-long-halftime-walk/9780060885618
https://bookshop.org/books/billy-lynn-s-long-halftime-walk/9780060885618
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781984877307
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780525436218
https://www.amazon.com/Semi-Tough-Novel-Dan-JENKINS/dp/1560258594
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And as far as long-standing classics of literary football fiction? There are, to my mind, one and a half. The 

whole number is Frederick Exley’s 1968 masterpiece A Fan’s Notes, a cult novel about an alcoholic loser 

whose seeks salvation in his rabid love for the New York Giants. The half classic is Don DeLillo’s End Zone, 

a riotous short novel about the intersection of football strategy and nuclear warfare that only ever gets 

mentioned after people have exhausted themselves talking about DeLillo’s major work. 

Speaking of Underworld. One just has to conduct a second search for “baseball novel” to see that a sport can 

occupy a permanent place in our literary culture. In fact, there was a time when it seemed that to be a major 

writer pretty much obliged you to have a baseball fiction under your belt—Bernard Malamud’s The 

Natural (1952), Robert Coover’s The Universal Baseball Association, Inc., J. Henry Waugh, Prop. (1968), 

and Philip Roth’s The Great American Novel (1973) being just three examples. 

The publication years of those books hint at how baseball novels took root. The decades following World War 

II were perhaps the final time literary culture will be even faintly synonymous with the mainstream, an era 

when Gore Vidal and Norman Mailer could eviscerate each other on late night couches, Roth’s latest could be 

a national scandal, and James Baldwin’s genius was exported to the Cambridge Union. Meanwhile, baseball 

was itself in a golden age, with gods like Mickey Mantle and Hank Aaron at the plate and events of where-

were-you-when-it-happened significance like “The Shot Heard Round the World” (which serves 

as Underworld’s celebrated opening set piece). For a few precious decades, literature and baseball occupied 

the same exclusive pop culture club, and it was inevitable that the two would rub shoulders. 

Fast forward to the 21st century and the literary baseball novel is as hale as any other literary subject. At the 

dawn of the 2010s, Chad Harbach’s The Art of Fielding received not just a spit-take advance but inspired a 

second book that was simply about the writing of a baseball novel. In the last two years, there have been at 

least three novels—Emily Nemens’ The Cactus League, Gish Jen’s The Resisters, and Lincoln Michel’s The 

Body Scout—with baseball at their cores, plus Christopher Beha’s The Index of Self-Destructive Acts, in 

which the game provides a key organizing principle. 

But—baseball? In a country maniacal for the newest, richest, gaudiest, and most-powerful, a sport that 

originated circa the Civil War and has steadily lost its cultural cachet is what continues to dominate our 

literature-sports nexus? Insofar as a country of 333 million people with countless ethnic, religious, and 

cultural combinations can be said to have a single national pastime, all signs point toward football, not 

baseball. A 2019 New York Times article found that 100 percent of counties in the United States aired at least 

one quarter of the games featuring the NFL’s most popular player, Tom Brady, while a daunting one percent 

of counties aired games featuring Mike Trout, baseball’s best player that season. 

Football’s complexity and size should not be things to warn off fiction writers or editors, but untapped 

resources that should be leading them to rush to claim its riches. 

In 2018, 40 of the 50 most watched sporting events were professional football. And let’s not even get into 

college football, whose teams often inspire a diehard fanaticism of which their professional baseball 

neighbors can only dream (football is a $4 billion industry at public universities in the major college 

conferences). It is admittedly gross to be citing revenue figures in an essay about literature—but this country 

is gross, obsessed with power exactly of the kind football is so glutted with and baseball is so reliably losing. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780679720768
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VOCZOHQ7fCE
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/22/sports/baseball/baseball-popularity-world-series.html
https://www.sportsmediawatch.com/2019/01/top-sports-audiences-2018-list/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/ncaaf/2020/04/14/college-football-major-programs-could-see-billions-revenue-go-away/2989466001/
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So why, again, is football called our least literary pastime and baseball our most literary? I’ll count a few of 

the ways. 

By dint of its long, storied history, baseball has been depicted as metonymy for bedrock American ideals—

teamwork, optimism, exceptionalism. The novels and short stories written about the game have made great 

use of these positive associations, if only as a means of measuring just how far our country is from actually 

deserving them. The light makes for an effective contrast with the dark, is what I’m getting at (see the Mark 

McGwire-Sammy Sosa doping scandal—the narrative doesn’t work if there wasn’t an idealism to be betrayed 

in the first place). 

Now think of early images associated with football; these aren’t sunny, carefree portraits, but Goya-worthy 

shots of mud-caked, dentally challenged galoots in violent extremis. Football started out in the American 

consciousness as dank, hypermasculine, brutal, and has only become more so as the game has grown in 

stature. It is not the go-to national symbol for many people. 

Baseball’s simple rules, its in-built longueurs, and its focus on individual performance (c.f. “Casey at the 

Bat”) provide readymade plots, breathing room for writerly mediation, and clear character motives, all things 

that are highly amenable to fiction. Football, meanwhile, is governed by baroque, ever-shifting regulations, 

while its action alternates between 7-second spurts of 22-vector violence and long stretches of jargon-dense 

strategizing—much more difficult to dramatize. 

By becoming popularized during literature’s talk-show apogee, the baseball novel was able to lodge itself in 

the cultural consciousness. But with the rise of film and television, literary borders started to not only close, 

they started shrinking, with literary culture receding ever farther from the center of public discourse. And just 

when literary culture was in retreat? Football was on the rise, its broadcasts reshaping how sports were 

experienced, its players becoming national celebrities whose fame could sustain them into their post-playing 

years, whether as movie stars, notorious criminals, or both. With readership declining, the book business grew 

more conservative about what stories it believed would fly in the marketplace, and football, unlike baseball, 

never gained the necessary lift. 

Baseball is both an object and mirror of reactionary politics, but in the popular imagination this is a 

conservatism of the soft, dreamy variety, a longing for allegedly simpler times. Football’s conservatism, 

meanwhile, is the conservatism of the moment: proudly exclusionary, unquestioningly macho, 

confrontationally capitalist. Homophobia, corporatization, toxic masculinity, domestic violence scandals, 

concussion coverups, the stifling of political activism—most of the members of the left-leaning literary world 

who don’t openly disdain the game seem content to ignore it and its ideological baggage. 

But what if you flipped each of these reasons on their heads? What if the supposed perceived literary vices of 

football are actually its greatest virtues—make the game in urgent need of the examinations of which fiction 

is uniquely capable? 

The mythos of America as the shining city on a hill was always that—a myth, a fantasy, at best a placebo used 

to treat the despair ever on offer in America. The idyllic vision of a bunch of kids taking their beat-up gloves 

and dented bat to the sandlot on some sunny summer morning was already iffy before COVID-19, and with 

almost 750,000 Americans dead from the virus, it’s now so far removed from lived experience as to have lost 

https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/american-professional-football-player-forrest-gregg-of-the-news-photo/53323794
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/pittsburgh-steelers-hall-of-fame-linebacker-jack-lambert-news-photo/77262976?adppopup=true
https://www.nfl.com/news/chuck-bednarik-s-storied-legacy-goes-far-beyond-infamous-photo-0ap3000000480462
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45398/casey-at-the-bat
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45398/casey-at-the-bat
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2011/09/why-are-great-sports-novels-like-the-art-of-fielding-so-rare/245641/
http://www.espn.com/30for30/ojsimpsonmadeinamerica/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/09/07/the-long-steady-decline-of-literary-reading/
https://www.si.com/nfl/washingtonfootball/news/washington-football-team-jon-gruden-email-scandal-house-of-representatives-investigate
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even the power of a false nostalgia. We live in the time of protests against police brutality, the 1619 Project, 

and Ta-Nehisi Coates, a time in which artists, journalists, and scholars are working to pound away the false 

veneer on our country’s foundations in order to uncover the dark materials beneath. Football’s violent, 

exploitative associations could not make for a more apposite national symbol. 

Football’s complexity and size should not be things to warn off fiction writers or editors (or readers, for that 

matter), but untapped resources that should be leading them to rush to claim its riches. This goes for both the 

game itself—just imagine all the possibilities for characterization, plot, and experimentation afforded by such 

a huge gathering of people—but also for the sprawling apparatus that surrounds the sport. With Billy Lynn’s 

Long Halftime Walk, Ben Fountain spun a daring 320-page novel out of the logistics of a halftime celebration, 

and similar treatments could center on, say, the meat market of the NFL combine, the venal ecosystem of 

college football recruiters, proxy warfare between audio-visual gurus, or something as focused as a story of a 

girl who dreams of being a head coach or a sciatic father of four who humps Bud Lites up and down stories-

high stadium steps every autumn Sunday. 

If the baseball novel shows America as we’d like to see ourselves, the football novel can show us as we are. 

What other sport so accurately encapsulates America’s noxious racial divide, with young people of color 

dominating rosters while the head coaching ranks, donorati, and team owners are overwhelmingly elderly, 

rich, and white? What other sport better gets at capitalist exploitation at the national scale, with working class 

kids (of any race) lured into a physically devastating activity via the lie that it will provide them the tools for 

social mobility? What other sport so deeply draws from some of the country’s most marginalized regions—

the Deep South, the Industrial Midwest—and by so doing exemplifies the regional inequalities that have made 

for our ongoing national political nightmare? 

Nonfiction can chart the contours of these themes—but fiction allows readers to feel the stuff itself. And what 

they’ll feel isn’t pleasant. An old saw about fiction is that it comforts the disturbed and disturbs the 

comfortable. If that cliché persists, it’s because it locates literature’s signal worth in its ability to harness what 

is dark, dank, and uneasy. If football embodies those traits, if it is the lurking, gigantic shadow self of this 

country, it is the most literary sport we have. 

 

Corey Sobel 

Corey Sobel is the author of The Redshirt, a finalist for the Center for Fiction’s First Novel Prize, winner of 

the Independent Publisher Gold Medal for LGBT+ Fiction, and one of NPR’s Favorite Books of 2020. 

https://lithub.com/a-case-for-football-as-the-most-literary-of-american-sports/ 
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Mermaids and Tritons in the Age of Reason 

By Vaughn Scribner 

For much of the eighteenth century, Western intellectuals chased after tritons and mermaids. Vaughn Scribner 

follows the hunt, revealing how humanity’s supposed aquatic ancestors became wondrous screens on which to 

project theories of geographical, racial, and taxonomical difference. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#vaughn-scribner
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Hand-coloured engraving from 1817 by John Paas, “Mermaids Exhibited Successively in the Years 1758, 

1775, & 1795” — Source. 

On May 6, 1736, the polymath Benjamin Franklin informed readers of his Pennsylvania Gazette of a “Sea 

Monster” recently spotted in Bermuda, “the upper part of whose Body was in the Shape and about the Bigness 

of a Boy of 12 Years old, with long black Hair; the lower Part resembled a Fish”. Apparently, the creature’s 

“human Likeness” inspired his captors to let it live. A 1769 issue of the Providence Gazette similarly reported 

that crew members of an English ship off the coast of Brest, France, watched as “a sea monster, like a man” 

circled their ship, at one point viewing “for some time the figure that was in our prow, which represented a 

beautiful woman”. The captain, the pilot and “the whole crew, consisting of two and thirty men” verified this 

tale.1 

The above examples are quite representative of what an early modern Briton would have found in the 

newspapers. That these interactions were even reported tells us much. Intelligent men like Benjamin Franklin 

considered such encounters legitimate enough to spend the time and money to print in their widely read 

newspapers. By doing so, printers and authors helped sustain a narrative of curiosity surrounding these 

wondrous creatures. As a Londoner sat down with his paper (perhaps in the aptly named Mermaid Tavern) 

and read of yet another instance of a mermaid or triton sighting, his doubt might have transformed into 

curiosity.2 

Philosophers’ debates over mermaids and tritons in this period reveal their willingness to embrace wonder in 

their larger quest to understand the origins of humankind. Naturalists used a wide range of methodologies to 

critically study these odd hybrids and, in turn, assert the reality of merpeople as evidence of humanity’s 

aquatic roots. As with other creatures they encountered in their global travels, European philosophers utilized 

various theories — including those of racial, biological, taxonomical, and geographic difference — to 

understand merpeople’s and, by proxy, humans’ place in the natural world.3 

Westerners’ combination of curiosity and imperial expansion is well reflected in the cultural relevance of 

merpeople. Wealthy individuals and philosophical societies funded naturalists’, botanists’, and cartographers’ 

expeditions to the New World in the hope that they might broaden humanity’s understanding of the world and 

their place in it. In an expanding number of investigations into mermaids and tritons, naturalists demonstrated 

a growing penchant for the wondrous. They also, importantly, revealed how the process of scientific research 

had drastically changed over the last two hundred years. Rather than relying strictly on ancient texts and 

hearsay, eighteenth-century naturalists mustered various “modern” resources — global correspondence 

networks, erudite publication opportunities, transatlantic travel, specimen procedures, and learned societies — 

to rationally examine what many considered fantastical. Thus, a growing body of gentlemen both carried on 

and eschewed the supposed narrative of enlightened logic by applying well-known, valid research methods to 

mysterious merpeople. In doing so, eighteenth-century philosophers such as Cotton Mather, Peter Collinson, 

Samuel Fallours, Carl Linnaeus, and Hans Sloane complicated our — and their contemporaries’ — 

conceptions of science, nature, and humanity. The smartest men in the Western world, in short, spent much of 

the eighteenth century chasing merpeople around the globe.4 

The Royal Society of London proved key in this endeavour, acting as both a repository and producer of 

legitimate scientific investigation. Sir Robert Sibbald, a respected Scottish physician and geographer, well 

understood the Society’s desire for ground-breaking research. On November 29, 1703 he wrote to Sir Hans 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/cph.3g08271/
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn4
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Sloane, the president of the Society, to inform the London gentleman that Sibbald and his colleagues had been 

recording an account of Scotland’s amphibious creatures, along with accompanying copper-plate images, 

which he hoped to dedicate to the Royal Society. Realizing the Society’s interest in the most up-to-date 

studies, Sibbald told Sloane that he had “added several accounts and the figures of some Amphibious Aquatic 

Animals, and of some of mixed Kinds, as the Mermaids or Syrens seen sometimes in our Seas”.5 Here were 

two leading thinkers of the eighteenth century exchanging erudite missives on merpeople. 

 

 

“A ‘curious and surprising Nymph...taken in the Year 1784, in the Gulph of Stanchio’, and exhibited at the 

Great Room, Spring Gardens, London, in 1795.” (Reproduced with permission of London Metropolitan 

Archives, City of London.) 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn5
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Illustration of “Pesce Donna” from Giovanni Antonio Cavazzi's Istorica descrizione de’ tre’ regni Congo, 

Matamba, et Angola (An historical description of three kingdoms: Congo, Matamba, and Angola), 1687 

— Source. 

 

An illustration fo the “Martinique Triton” from The Universal Magazine of Knowledge and Pleasure, vol. 

XXIX (1761) — Source. 

 

On July 5, 1716, Cotton Mather also penned a letter to the Royal Society of London. This was not odd, as the 

Boston naturalist often detailed his scientific findings. Yet this letter’s subject was somewhat curious — titled 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pesce_Donna.jpg
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/btwswfgu/items
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“a Triton”, the missive demonstrated Mather’s sincere belief in the existence of merpeople. The Royal Society 

of London fellow began by explaining that, until recently, he considered merpeople no more real than 

“centaurs or sphynxes”. Mather found myriad historical accounts of merpeople, ranging from the ancient 

Greek Demostratus, who witnessed a “Dried Triton . . . at ye Town of Tanagra”, to Pliny the Elder’s 

assertions of mermaids and tritons’ existence. Yet because “Plinyisums are of no great Reputation in our 

Dayes”, Mather noted, he passed off much of these ancient accounts as false. Mather’s “suspicions” of the 

existence of such creatures “had got more Strength given”, however, when he read sundry ancient accounts 

via well-respected European thinkers like Boaistuau and Bellonius.6 

Still, Mather was not totally convinced, at least until February 22, 1716, when “three honest and credible men, 

coming in a boat from Milford to Brainford (Connecticut)”, encountered a triton. Having heard this news at 

first hand, Mather could only exclaim, “now at last my credulity is entirely conquered, and I am compelled 

now to believe the existence of a triton”. As the creature fled the men, “they had a full view of him and saw 

his head, and face, and neck, and shoulders, and arms, and elbows, and breast, and back all of a human shape . 

. . [the] lower parts were those of a fish, and colored like a mackerel”. Though this “triton” escaped, it 

convinced Mather of merpeople’s existence. Maintaining that his story was not false, Mather promised the 

Royal Society that he would continue to relay “all New occurrences of Nature”.7 

The famous naturalist Carl Linnaeus also threw himself into investigating mermaids and tritons. Having read 

newspaper articles detailing mermaid sightings in Nyköping, Sweden, Linnaeus sent a letter to the Swedish 

Academy of Science in 1749 urging a hunt in which to “catch this animal alive or preserved in spirits”. 

Linnaeus admitted, “science does not have a certain answer of if the existence of mermaids is a fact or is a 

fable or imagination of some ocean fish”. Yet in his mind, the reward outweighed the risk, as the discovery of 

such a rare phenomenon “could result in one of the biggest discoveries that the Academy could possibly 

achieve and for which the whole world should thank the Academy”. Perhaps these creatures could reveal 

humankind’s origins? For Linnaeus — world-renowned for his contributions to taxonomical classification — 

this ancient mystery must be solved.8 

The Dutch artist Samuel Fallours also claimed to have discovered merpeople in a distant land, and in doing so 

set off a decades-long debate that spanned continents and media types. Fallours lived in Ambon, Indonesia, 

from 1706 to 1712 while serving as a clergy’s assistant for the Dutch East India Company. During Fallours’ 

tenure on a “Spice Island”, he drew various representations of native flora and fauna. One image happened to 

depict a mermaid, or “sirenne”. Fallours’ “sirenne” closely resembled the classic depiction of a mermaid, with 

long, sea-green hair, a pleasant face and a bare midsection that turned into a blue/green tail at the waist. This 

mermaid’ s skin, however, was dark (with a slight greenish tinge), implying a similarity with the local 

indigenous population.9 

In the notes that accompanied Fallours’ original drawing, the Dutch artist contended that he “had this Syrene 

alive for four days in my house at Ambon in a tub of water”. Fallours’ son had brought it to him from the 

nearby island of Buru “where he purchased it from the blacks for two ells of cloth”. Eventually, the 

whimpering creature died of hunger, “not wishing to take any nourishment, neither fishes nor shell fishes, nor 

mosses or grasses”. After the mermaid’s death, Fallours “had the curiosity to lift its fins in front and in back 

and [found] it was shaped like a woman”. Fallours claimed that the specimen was subsequently relayed to 

Holland and lost. The story of this Ambon siren, however, had only just begun.10 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn10
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Watercolour of a “Sirenne” by Samuel Fallours, ca. 1706–1712 — Source. 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Samuel_Fallours_watercolour_of_a_mermaid.png
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“Sirenne”, after Fallours, and “Ecrevisse” (crayfish) from the second edition of Louis Renard’s Poissons, 

ecrevisses et crabes (1754) — Source. 

Years before Louis Renard, a French-born book dealer living in Amsterdam, even published a version of 

Fallours’ “sirenne” in his own Poissons, ecrevisses et crabes (1719), Fallours’ images had already enjoyed 

wide distribution. Yet, because of the unusually bright colours and fantastic creatures represented in Fallours’ 

drawings, many doubted their accuracy and veracity. Renard was especially worried about the validity of 

Fallours’ sirenne, exclaiming, “I am even afraid the monster represented under the name of mermaid . . . 

needs to be rectified.”11 

Philosophers found both promise and disgust in Fallours’ painting and the subsequent dialogue that Renard 

initiated with his letters. In his preface to the 1754 version of Renard’s Poissons, ecrevisses et crabes, the 

Dutch collector and director of the menageries and “Natuur-en Kunstcabinetten des Stadhouders” Aernout 

Vosmaer called objections to merpeople’s reality “weak”, and contended that “this monster, if we must call it 

by this name (although I do not see the reason for it)” was simply able to avoid humans’ traps better than any 

other creature (because of its hybrid nature) and was thus rarely seen. Because of merpeople’s biological 

similarity to humans, furthermore, Vosmaer argued that they were “more subject to decay after death than the 

body of other fishes”. Such a lack of preservation not only diminished sightings, it also went towards 

explaining the lack of full specimens in cabinets of curiosities.12 

By the mid-eighteenth century, a growing number of physicians not only believed in the existence of 

merpeople, but also began to wonder what sort of ramifications such creatures might have for understanding 

humanity’s origins and future. As G. Robinson noted in The Beauties of Nature and Art Displayed in a Tour 

Through the World (1764), “though the generality of natural historians regard mermen and mermaids as 

fabulous animals . . . as far as the testimony of many writers for the reality of such creatures may be depended 

upon, so much reason there appears for believing their existence.” The Reverend Thomas Smith took 

Robinson’s contention to an even more definitive note four years later, asserting that while “there are many 

persons indeed who doubt the reality of mermen and mermaids . . . yet there seems to be sufficient testimony 

to establish it beyond dispute”. But the problem remained: men like Robinson and Smith could rely only upon 

ancient, often ridiculed sightings or tenuous hypotheses for their “proof”. They needed scientific research to 

back up their claims, and they got it.13 

Two especially important articles — each approaching merpeople through unique scientific methodology — 

appeared in the Gentleman’s Magazine between 1759 and 1775. The first piece, published in December 1759, 

accompanied a plate image of a “Syren, or Mermaid . . . said to have been shewn in the fair of St 

Germains [Paris]” in 1758. The author noted that this siren was “drawn from life . . . by the celebrated Sieur 

Gautier”. Jacques-Fabien Gautier, a French printer and member of the Dijon Academy, was widely 

recognized for his skill in printing accurate images of scientific subjects. Attaching Gautier’s name to the 

print garnered immediate credibility, even for such a strange image; but even without Gautier’s name attached 

to it, the print and its accompanying text were distinguished by their modern scientific methodology. Gautier 

had apparently interacted with the living creature, finding that it was “about two feet long, alive, and very 

active, sporting about in the vessel of water in which it was kept with great seeming delight and agility”.14 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/images-from-the-first-colour-publication-on-fish-1754
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn14
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Colour aquatint of Jacques Fabien Gautier d'Agoty's illustration of a mermaid, ca. 1758 — Source. 

Gautier consequently recorded that “its positions, when it was at rest, was always erect. It was a female, and 

the features were hideously ugly”. As displayed in detail by the accompanying print, Gautier found its skin 

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/rm9xpfth
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“harsh, the ears very large, and the back-parts and tail were covered with scales”. According to the image, this 

was not the mermaid that had long graced cathedrals throughout Europe. Nor did it match the description 

relayed by so many other naturalists and discoverers throughout history. Where most had seen a striking 

female form, distinguished by flowing blue-green hair, Gautier’s mermaid was completely bald with “very 

large” ears and “hideously ugly” features. Gautier’s siren was also much smaller than traditional mermaids at 

only sixty centimetres (two feet) tall. More than anything, Gautier’s mermaid reflected the mid-eighteenth-

century approach to studying the wondrous aspects of nature: the Frenchman employed well-respected 

scientific techniques — in this case a close inspection of the creature’s anatomy and an accurate 

accompanying drawing (much resembling those of other illustrated creatures at the time) — to display as 

reality what many still considered fantasy.15 

Scholars used the Gautier publication to reflect upon the legitimacy of merpeople. An anonymous contributor 

to the June 1762 issue of the Gentleman’s Magazine exclaimed that Gautier’s image “seems to establish the 

fact incontrovertibly, that such monsters do exist in nature”. But this author had further evidence. An April 

1762 edition of the Mercure de France reported that in June the previous year two girls playing on a beach on 

the island of Noirmoutier (just off the southwest coast of France) “discovered, in a kind of natural grotto, an 

animal of a human form, leaning on its hands”. In a rather morbid turn of events, one of the girls stabbed the 

creature with a knife and watched as it “groaned like a human person”. The two girls then proceeded to cut off 

the poor creature’s hands “which had fingers and nails quite formed, with webs between the fingers”, and 

sought the aid of the island’s surgeon, who, upon seeing the creature, recorded: 

it was as big as the largest man . . . its skin was white, resembling that of a drowned person . . . it had the 

breasts of a full-chested woman; a flat nose; a large mouth; the chin adorned with a kind of beard, formed of 

fine shells; and over the whole body, tufts of similar white shells. It had the tail of a fish, and at the extremity 

of it a kind of feet. 

Such a story — when verified by a trained and trusted surgeon — only further proved Gautier’s research. For 

a growing number of eighteenth-century Britons, merpeople existed, bore a striking resemblance to humans, 

and needed to be studied at length.16 

In May 1775 the Gentleman’s Magazine published an account of a mermaid “taken in the Gulph of Stanchio, 

in the Archipelago or Aegean Sea, by a merchantman trading to Natolia” in August 1774. Like Gautier’s 1759 

“syren”, this specimen was drawn and described in detail. Yet the author also distanced himself from Gautier, 

noting that his mermaid “differs materially from that shewn at the fair of St Germaine, some years ago”. In an 

especially interesting turn of events, the author utilized a comparison of the two mermaid prints to speculate 

on issues of race and biology, contending that “there is reason to believe, that there are two distinct genera, or, 

more properly, two species of the same genus, the one resembling the African blacks, the other the European 

whites”. While Gautier’s siren “had, in every respect, the countenance of a Negro”, the author found that his 

mermaid displayed “the features and complexion of an European. Its face is like that of a young female; its 

eyes a fine light blue; its nose small and handsome; its mouth small; its lips thin”.17 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn15
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn17


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

79 

 

A miscellaneous plate featured in Gentleman’s Magazine, and Historical Chronicle, vol. XLV (1775). The 

second illustration depicts the mermaid “taken in the Gulph of Stanchio" — Source. 

Early modern English writers leaned on two stereotypes to commodify and denigrate African female bodies, 

as the historian Jennifer L. Morgan has shown. First, they “conventionally set the black female figure against 

one that was white — and thus beautiful”. Here this 1775 author follows perfectly in line, comparing 

Gautier’s “Negro” and “hideously ugly” mermaid to his own beautiful mermaid with the “features and 

complexion of an European”. Second, early modern Europeans concentrated on African women’s supposed 

“sexually and reproductively bound savagery” in order to ultimately turn to “black women as evidence of a 

cultural inferiority that ultimately became encoded as racial difference”. Not only were naturalists using the 

science of merpeople to gain a deeper understanding of the natural order of sea creatures, they were also 

utilizing their interpretations of these mysterious beings to reflect upon humans’ — especially white humans’ 

— place in an ever-changing racial, biological framework.18 

Carl Linnaeus and his student Abraham Osterdam further complicated the narrative of classification and 

legitimacy. Though the Swedish Academy found nothing in their search for Linnaeus’ mermaid in 1749, 

Linnaeus and Osterdam took matters into their own hands by publishing a dissertation on the Siren 

lacertina (The Lizard Siren) in 1766. Having detailed a long list of mermaid sightings throughout history in 

the initial pages of this dissertation, they next relayed myriad instances of “marvelous animals and 

amphibians” that closely resembled creatures of lore and, consequently, made classification tricky. 

Ultimately, they judged this mermaid-like creature “worthy of an animal, which should be shown to those 

who are curious, because it is a new form”. The “father of classification” had apparently discovered a 

“worthy” piece of the natural puzzle, and it linked humans (even if distantly) to animals of the sea. The Siren 

lacertina also, importantly, further blurred the lines of classification that Linnaeus had so proudly developed, 

suggesting that perhaps human beings might find some distant relation to amphibious creatures.19 

https://archive.org/details/s2492id1330013/page/n234/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn18
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason#fn19
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Illustration of “Siren lacertina” and “Siren Bartholini” from Carl Linnaeus' Amoenitates academicae, vol. VII 

(1789) — Source. 

Eighteenth-century philosophers’ investigations of merpeople represented both the endurance of wonder and 

the emergence of rational science during the Enlightenment period. Once resting at the core of myth and on 

the very fringes of scientific research, now mermaids and tritons were steadily catching philosophers’ 

attention. Initially such research was relegated to newspaper articles, brief mentions in travellers’ narratives, 

or hearsay, but by the second half of the eighteenth century, naturalists began to approach merpeople with 

modern scientific methodology, dissecting, preserving and drawing these mysterious creatures with the 

utmost rigour. By the close of the eighteenth century, mermaids and tritons emerged as some of the most 

useful specimens for understanding humanity’s marine origins. The possibility (or, for some, reality) of 

merpeople’s existence forced many philosophers to reconsider previous classification measures, racial 

parameters, and even evolutionary models. As more European thinkers believed — or at least entertained the 

possibility — that “such monsters do exist in nature”, Enlightenment philosophers merged the wondrous and 

rational to understand the natural world and humanity’s place in it. 

 

Public Domain Works 

• Poissons, ecrevisses et crabes 

Louis Renard1754 

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/15499#page/332/mode/1up


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

81 

o Biodiversity Library 

TEXTS 

• Letter to Kungliga Svenska Vetenskapsakadamien 

Carl Linnaeus1749 

o Alvin 

TEXTS 

• “On Mermaids”, The Gentleman’s Magazine 

1823 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Gentleman’s Magazine 

1775 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Gentleman’s Magazine, and Historical Chronicle 

1749 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• The Penguin Book of Mermaids 

Edited by Cristina Bacchilega 

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/200575#page/7/mode/1up
https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/imageViewer.jsf?dsId=ATTACHMENT-0001&pid=alvin-record%3A224571&dswid=-7920
https://archive.org/details/s2492id1330050/page/34/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/s2492id1330013/page/216/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/s2492id1330001/page/n473/mode/2up
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0143133721/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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A treasury of such tales about merfolk and water spirits from different cultures, ranging from Scottish selkies 

to Hindu water-serpents to Chilean sea fairies. A third of the selections are published here in English for the 

first time, and all are accompanied by commentary that explores their undercurrents, showing us how public 

perceptions of this popular mythical hybrid — at once a human and a fish — illuminate issues of gender, 

spirituality, ecology, and sexuality. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• Curiosity: A Cultural History of Early Modern Inquiry 

By Barbara M. Benedict 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0143133721/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226042642/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0143133721/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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In this striking social history, Barbara M. Benedict draws on the texts of the early modern period to discover 

the era's attitudes toward curiosity, a trait we learn was often depicted as an unsavory form of transgression or 

cultural ambition. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• Merpeople: A Human History 

By Vaughn Scribner 

People have been fascinated by merpeople since ancient times. In Merpeople: A Human History, Vaughn 

Scribner traces the long history of mermaids and mermen, taking in a wide variety of sources and using 117 

striking images. From film to philosophy, church halls to coffee houses, ancient myth to modern science, 

Scribner shows that mermaids and tritons are — and always have been — everywhere. 

More Info and Buy 

 

Books link through to Amazon who will give us a small percentage of sale price (ca. 4.5%). Discover more 

recommended books in our dedicated PDR Recommends section of the site. 

Vaughn Scribner is associate professor of British American history at the University of Central Arkansas. 

He is the author of Inn Civility: Urban Taverns and Early American Civil Society (2019) and Merpeople: A 

Human History (2020). He is currently at work on his third book — Under Alien Skies: The Climate of War 

in Revolutionary America — which will be the first monograph-length environmental history of the American 

Revolution. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason 

  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226042642/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1789143144/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1789143144/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://publicdomainreview.org/shop/pdr-recommends
https://nyupress.org/9781479864928/inn-civility
http://www.reaktionbooks.co.uk/display.asp?ISB=9781789143140
http://www.reaktionbooks.co.uk/display.asp?ISB=9781789143140
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/mermaids-and-tritons-in-the-age-of-reason
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THE TIMELESS MYSTERY (BOOKS) OF SAVANNAH, GEORGIA 

Cozy mysteries, gothic novels, and true crime juggernauts—all inspired by a city awash in history. 

NOVEMBER 15, 2021 BY PAUL FRENCH 

CRIME AND THE CITY 

 

 

There’s something very cozy about Savannah, Georgia. Could it be the weather, the food, the cocktails, the 

folk down there? It’s an easy city to feel very comfortable in. Major General Sherman’s decision not to 

burn down the city of Savannah was bad news for Atlanta but remains good news for heritage lovers. The 

old town historic district has restored houses, park squares, cemeteries, cobblestone streets and the 

incredible Live Oaks draped in moss. It’s a history overload and a major reason cozy writers are drawn to 

Savannah more than most other cities in America. Savannah is a place, we like to imagine, of good 

manners, porches at sunset, Mint Juleps, romantic Gothic parks and charming southern architecture. Of 

course, there’s a whole lot more – good and bad – to Savannah, but the cozies have weight in this round 

up. Which is kinda good as I’ve often been accused of overlooking the cozy sub-genre of crime writing in 

this column. Just to clarify when I say ‘accused’ I of course mean in the nicest and coziest of ways – in 

very charmingly written emails offering coffee and cake should I ever be passing the author’s home. So 

this is a chance to right that wrong and present a particularly cozy Crime and the City (and a few other 

titles too…) 

https://crimereads.com/author/paul-french/
https://crimereads.com/author/paul-french/
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Mary Kay Andrews’s Weezie and Bebe mystery series is a pretty pitch perfect example of what I’m talking 

about. Weezie (aka Eloise) Foley, a feisty antique “picker,” banished by her spiteful ex-husband from the 

house she herself restored in Savannah’s historic district, who must come to terms with a life that has 

suddenly changed. Bebe is another “Southern Belle”, a term you can use with abandon in a cozy I feel. 

There are Weezie and Bebe mysteries starting with Savannah Blue (2002), followed by Savannah 

Breeze (2006), and if all those salty Georgia summer breezes are enough there’s Blue Christmas (2006) 

and finally Christmas Bliss (2013). Antiquing, historical houses, nostalgic Christmases, and some good 

southern misfits. The books even come with jackets of cozy pastel colours to help you slip into that 

Savannah lifestyle. 

Bailey Cates’s Magical Bakery Mysteries are also delightful cozies with a Savannah setting – a bakery in 

Savannah’s quaint downtown district, the Honeybee. Katie Lightfoot moves from Ohio to join her Aunt 

Lucy in the venture – the twist? Aunt Lucy’s a witch and her recipes are actually spells while customers get 

murdered quite frequently. Brownies and Broomsticks (2012) see Katie team up with handsome journo 

Steve Dawes and charming firefighter Declan McCarthy to find out who killed a bakery 

customer. Bewitched, Bothered and Biscotti (2012) sees Katie graduating as a fully-fledged witch like her 

Aunt and on the trail of Savannah’s secret societies. And finally, Charms and Chocolate Chips (2013) sees 

Katie having to bring her powers – detecting and magical – to find out who’s killing members of a local 

conservation group. 

Then there’s Hope Callaghan’s sixteen book-Made in Savannah Mystery series which has the irresistible 

tagline, ‘Imagine if the Sopranos moved to the South and became amateur sleuths.’ That’s quite a 

thought! Dead mafia boss Vinnie Garlucci’s devoted wife, Carlita and daughter, Mercedes inherits a 

historic property in Savannah. Simply no room to run through all sixteen books here but lots of Savannah 

detail, legends and Carlita’s mafia past might just catch up with her down on the Georgia coast. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

So, hopefully a Savannah cozy, or five, for you there. 

And some other less cozy Savannah crime novels…. 

• Christi Daugherty’s The Echo Killing (2018) introduces Savannah crime reporter Harper 

McClain. While she investigates a Savannah housewives murder and discovery by her young 

daughter Harper must also deal with the knowledge that her own mother’s killer is walking free. 

Harper McClain returns in Revolver Road (2020) to a little chilly February Savannah – old 

houses, Tybee Island and the disappearance of singer Xavier Rayne. 

• Debra Webb’s Montgomery Detective Bobbie Gentry has one objective: to stop the serial killer 

who robbed her of her husband, her child and her life. Bobbie often works with Nick Shade, a 

serial killer hunter. In the five-book series, book 4 – The Coldest Fear (2017) – Bobbie and Nick 

investigate a spate of killings in Savannah’s high society that also dredges up some cold cases. 

https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780060519131
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780060564674
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780060564674
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781250019714
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780451236630
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780451238986
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781250148858
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781250781406
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781538510094
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• Nora Roberts (aka JD Robb) writes prolific amounts of crime and romance. High Noon (2008) 

features Savannah’s chief hostage negotiator Phoebe MacNamara. Phoebe talks Duncan Swift 

down from a rooftop but is then viciously assaulted in her precinct house. Phoebe and Duncan set 

out to find the assailant. 

Lisa Jackson’s four-book Savannah series starts with The Night Before (2013). There’s a serial killer loose 

in Savannah and Catilyn Montgomery Bandeaux wakes covered in blood and no idea how it happened. 

With Adam Hunt, the city’s new psychologist, she sets out to find the truth. The Morning After (2013) 

Nikki Gillette survives being buried alive, local cop Pierce Reed hunts her would-be killer across 

Savannah. In Book 3, Tell Me (2013) Detective Pierce Reed is back and is now Nikki’s fiancé. The two 

work a twenty-year-old cold case of a local mother accused of murdering her daughter, who was once 

Nikki’s friend. After a gap Jackson is recently back with the fourth book in the series The Third 

Grave (2021). Pierce and Nikki back on the cold case trail – this time things getting a little southern Gothic 

amongst the ruins of the old Beaumont mansion where three graves reveal only two bodies – three sisters 

and one missing. 

And as ever, a finally… which in the case of Savannah has to be John Berendt’s Midnight in the Garden 

of Good and Evil (1994). There’s no way to leave this behemoth of a successful book of any list concerning 

Savannah. Not least in that it is still the longest standing bestseller on the New York Times list – 216 

weeks! The book starts out as a seemingly quirky take on quaint Savannah: a man walking an invisible 

dog; an OTT drag queen; an old school southern high-society man – but then unravels into a murder 

mystery. And it is, in part, also a true crime story – Jim Williams, a Savannah antiques dealer and a 

historic preservationist, was accused of the murder of Danny Hansford, reputedly his lover. Williams was 

subsequently tried for murder – four times – acquitted in 1989 and then died in 1990. In the book, and the 

Clint Eastwood-directed movie, Gothic, sleepy, beautiful historic Savannah is on full display and ultimately 

is the star of the story. 

So, I started out talking up the cozy traditions of Savannah and then mentioned rather a lot of serial-killer-

on-the-loose books showing that Savannah is most definitely a city of two distinct halves when it comes to 

crime writing. And, as John Berendt showed so well, Savannah is pretty much always Gothic – it can be 

dark, it’s definitely southern but it can also be sweet and cozy and often even the serial killers are 

charmingly polite. 

•  

crime and the citygeorgiaJohn BerendtMidnight in the Garden of Good and EvilPaul 

FrenchsavannahSouthern crime fiction 

 

 

https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780515144680
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781420133714
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781420151923
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781496722249
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781496722249
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780679751526
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9780679751526
https://crimereads.com/tag/crime-and-the-city/
https://crimereads.com/tag/georgia/
https://crimereads.com/tag/john-berendt/
https://crimereads.com/tag/midnight-in-the-garden-of-good-and-evil/
https://crimereads.com/tag/paul-french/
https://crimereads.com/tag/paul-french/
https://crimereads.com/tag/savannah/
https://crimereads.com/tag/southern-crime-fiction/
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Paul French 

Paul French is a British author of books about modern Chinese history and contemporary Chinese society 

including Midnight in Peking and the 2018 release City of Devils. 

 

https://crimereads.com/the-timeless-mystery-books-of-savannah-georgia/  

https://crimereads.com/author/paul-french/
https://crimereads.com/author/paul-french/
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A General Theory of Possibility: The Abstract Art of Otherwise and the Physics of Resilience 

“As always happens with contradictions, something in the assumptions has to give… Declaring something 

impossible leads to more things being possible.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Everything that is possible is real,” Bach scribbled in the margins of his music three centuries ago, 

when the existence of other galaxies was unimaginable and hummingbirds were considered magic, when 

the fact of the atom was yet to trouble the young Emily Dickinson and the fact that it is mutable was yet 

to splinter the foundation of reality as we understood it. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/01/24/the-boy-whose-head-was-filled-with-stars-edwin-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/05/07/sy-montgomery-the-hummingbirds-gift/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/08/06/patti-smith-reads-emily-dickinson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/10/27/lise-meitner/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525521925/braipick-20
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“What will they think of my music on the star of Urania?” the young Beethoven wondered in his 

marginalia upon hearing of the discovery of Uranus, daring to imagine the unimaginable. In two 

centuries, his Fifth Symphony would sail past the seventh planet on a golden disc aboard a spacecraft 

launched into the unknown on the wings of laws discovered by a college student watching an apple fall on 

his illiterate mother’s orchard during a plague quarantine and a sickly brokenhearted 

mathematician defending his mother in a witchcraft trial. 

 

Plate from An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe by Thomas Wright, 1750. (Available 

as a print, as a face mask, and as stationery cards.) 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/03/18/figuring-shoreless-seeds-and-stardust/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/06/newton-plague/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/06/newton-plague/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/12/26/katharina-kepler-witchcraft-dream/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/02/16/thomas-wright-original-theory/
https://society6.com/product/art-from-thomas-wrights-an-original-theory-or-new-hypothesis-of-the-universe-17504457506_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-cards?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-from-thomas-wrights-an-original-theory-or-new-hypothesis-of-the-universe-17504457506_print?curator=brainpicker
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The great gift of science is that it continually reveals to us what is real, unpeeling the wallpaper of our 

knowledge to reveal newer and newer layers of nature, deeper and deeper substrata of reality. The great 

peril of science — this eternal impulse of human nature — is that the human mind continually limits what 

is possible, erecting walls of assumption between itself and the reality of nature. And yet the entire fact of 

life — your individual life, and mine, and life itself as a feature of the universe — is a matter of probable 

impossibilities. 

This interplay, and how to liberate our search for truth from our craving for certainty, is what Italian 

physicist Chiara Marletto explores in The Science of Can and Can’t: A Physicist’s Journey through the 

Land of Counterfactuals (public library) — part field guide to her particular realm of study, part manifesto 

for the countercultural courage to keep unmasoning the walls of the imaginable and bending the mind 

beyond the accepted horizons of the possible. What emerges is an impassioned, scrumptiously reasoned 

insistence that all breakthroughs in science require “as much imagination and perceptiveness as you need 

to write a good story or a profound poem.” 

Counterfactuals — explanations about what could or could not be caused to happen in the physical 

universe, as distinct from the standard scientific theories about what is bound to happen based on what has 

happened in the past — are one such thrilling mode of rotating in the palm of the mind the unsolved 

mysteries of nature in order to examine them from revelatory new perspectives, perspectives blind-spotted 

by our present assumptions. Counterfactuals are the science of otherwise — the physics counterpart to 

Jane Kenyon’s excellent poem — shimmering with new ways of understanding everything from 

information to time to free will. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/05/maria-mitchell-science-religion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2021/06/13/alan-lightman-probable-impossibilities/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2021/06/13/alan-lightman-probable-impossibilities/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525521925/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525521925/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/science-of-can-and-cant-a-physicists-journey-through-the-land-jof-conterfactuals/oclc/1269617989&referer=brief_results
https://poets.org/poem/otherwise
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Double rainbow from Les phénomènes de la physique, 1868. Available as a print and face mask. 

In the foreword, Marletto’s collaborator David Deutsch observes that the rate of scientific discovery over 

the past few centuries has been increasing exponentially, but the discovery of new fundamental truths 

about nature has stalled and an indolence about attempting new modes of explanation has set in. He 

writes: 

There has never been a time when there have been more blatant contradictions, gaps, and unresolved 

vagueness in our deepest understanding of nature, or more exciting prospects to explore them. Sometimes 

this will require us to adopt radically different modes of explanation. 

Illustrating the validity of counterfactuals as a mode of understanding, he gives the example of a computer, 

which could record and process nothing new if every change to the contents of its memory were pre-set in 

the factory — a computer “can hold information only if its state could have been otherwise.” 

Marletto places at the heart of her case for counterfactuals the notion of resilience — not resilience in the 

creaturely sense, to which we aspire and which trees so perfectly embody, but a deeper kind of resilience, 

existing on the fundamental level of information yet giving rise to all the physical reality that makes the 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/08/20/amedee-guillemin-le-monde-physique/
https://society6.com/product/double-rainbow-from-les-phenomenes-de-la-physique-1868_print?sku=s6-11475763p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/double-rainbow-from-les-phenomenes-de-la-physique-1868_mask#274=889?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/06/wintering-katherine-may/
https://society6.com/product/double-rainbow-from-les-phenomenes-de-la-physique-1868_print?sku=s6-11475763p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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creaturely kind possible — resilience as the dazzling, rare feature of our universe, even within the no-

design fundamental laws of which a system can continue existing in an ever-changing environment. With 

an eye to genes — those recipes for keeping a species in existence, peppered with mutation — she writes: 

What distinguishes helpful changes in the recipe from unhelpful ones? It is a particular kind of 

information: information that is capable of keeping itself instantiated in physical systems. It is resilient 

information. 

[…] 

“Knowledge” merely denotes a particular kind of information, which has the capacity to perpetuate itself 

and stay embodied in physical systems — in this case by encoding some facts about the environment… 

Knowledge is the key to resilience… In fact, knowledge is the most resilient stuff that can exist in our 

universe. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/01/02/the-snail-with-the-right-heart/
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Art by Deborah Marcero from The Boy Whose Head Was Filled with Stars: A Life of Edwin Hubble by 

Isabelle Marinov. 

Leaning on Karl Popper’s famous pillar of sensemaking — “Knowledge consists in the search for truth… 

It is not the search for certainty.” — she adds: 

There are no absolute sources of certain truth: any good solution to a problem may also contain some 

errors. This principle is based on fallibilism, a pillar of Popper’s explanation of rational thinking. 

Fallibilism makes progress feasible because it allows for further criticism to occur in the future, even when 

at present we seem to be content with whatever solution we have found. It leaves space for creating ever-

improving theories, stories, works of art, and music; it also tells us that errors are extremely interesting 

things to look for. Whenever we try to make progress, we should hope to find more of them, as fast as 

possible. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/01/24/the-boy-whose-head-was-filled-with-stars-edwin-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/01/26/karl-popper-in-search-of-a-better-world-truth-certainty/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/01/26/karl-popper-in-search-of-a-better-world-truth-certainty/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/01/24/the-boy-whose-head-was-filled-with-stars-edwin-hubble/
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She turns to the two ways in which nature and human nature generate new knowledge, the generative 

process we call creativity — “by conjecture and criticism, in the mind; by variation and natural selection, 

in the wild” — and considers the crucial difference between the two: 

Natural selection, unlike conjecture and criticism, cannot perform jumps: each of the recipes that leads to 

a new resilient recipe must itself be resilient — i.e., it must code for a successful variant of a trait of the 

particular animal in question that permits the animal’s survival for long enough to allow replication of 

that recipe, via reproduction. But there may be viable, resilient recipes coding for useful traits that can 

never be realised because they would require a sequence of nonresilient recipes to be realised first, which is 

impossible, as those recipes produce animals that cannot survive and cannot pass on their genes. 

The thinking process, in contrast, can perform jumps… The sequence of ideas leading to a good idea need 

not consist entirely of good, viable ideas. Nonetheless, knowledge creation in the mind, too, can enter 

stagnation and stop progressing. We must be wary of not entering such states both as individuals and as 

societies. Particularly detrimental to knowledge creation are the immutable limitations imposed by dogmas, 

as they restrain the ability to conjecture and criticise. 

Woven into Marletto’s case for counterfactuals is her love letter to science and the art of explanation: 

Physics is a dazzling firework display; it is profound, beautiful, and illuminating; a source of never-ending 

delight. Physics is about solving problems in our understanding of reality by formulating explanations that 

fill gaps in our previous understanding. The point of physics is not the particular calculation about the fall 

of an apple. It is the explanation behind it, which unifies all motions—that of the apple with that of a 

planet in the solar system, and beyond. The dazzling stuff consists of explanations: for they surprise us by 

revealing things that were previously unknown and very distant from our intuition, with the aim of solving 

a particular problem. 

[…] 

The appearance of the dark sky at night… can be explained in terms of unexpected underlying phenomena 

involving things like photons, the remarkable fact that the universe is expanding, and so on. None of those 

elements is apparent in the sky itself, but they are all part of the explanation for why it looks as it does, in 

terms of what is really out there. Explanations are accounts of what is seen in terms of mostly unseen 

elements. 
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“Spectra of various light sources, solar, stellar, metallic, gaseous, electric” from Les phénomènes de la 

physique by Amédée Guillemin, 1882. (Available as a print and as a face mask.) 

“What we see, we see / and seeing is changing,” Adrienne Rich wrote in her ode to astrophysics. It is 

changing, however, only when we change the way we look, change our tools for looking, be they physical 

instruments — the microscope and the telescope, revealing unseen layers of reality — or the instrument of 

the mind, which devises the microscope and the telescope and the theory. I hear Thoreau bellowing his 

admonition down the hallway of time as he puzzled over what it takes to see reality unblinded by our 

preconceptions: “We hear and apprehend only what we already half know.” Marletto writes: 

The traditional conception of physics cannot possibly capture counterfactual properties, because it insists 

on expressing everything in terms of predictions about what happens in the universe given the initial 

conditions and the laws of motion only — in terms of trajectories of apples or electrons, forgetting the 

other levels of explanation. But these other levels of explanation are essential sometimes to grasp the whole 

of physical reality. 

Drawing on the example of Neptune and the neutrino — both discovered not by direct observation of the 

previously unseen planet or particle but by observing curious contradictions in the surrounding system and 

deducing from them that something in the set of assumptions about what the system is and how it works 

must be revised. She writes: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/08/20/amedee-guillemin-le-monde-physique/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/08/20/amedee-guillemin-le-monde-physique/
https://society6.com/product/spectra-of-various-substances-from-les-phenomenes-de-la-physique-1868_print?sku=s6-11476441p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/04/27/janna-levin-reads-planetarium-by-adrienne-rich/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/02/07/thoreau-knowing-seeing/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/02/07/thoreau-knowing-seeing/
https://society6.com/product/spectra-of-various-substances-from-les-phenomenes-de-la-physique-1868_print?sku=s6-11476441p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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As always happens with contradictions, something in the assumptions has to give. 

[…] 

Declaring something impossible leads to more things being possible. 

In one of the book’s many charming touches defying the segregation of science from its sensemaking twin 

— art — she gives an exquisite example of counterfactuals at work in one of humanity’s most abiding 

masterworks of storytelling and sensemaking: the Ancient Greek myth of Theseus (which also inspired the 

greatest thought experiment about the nature of the self and what makes you you). 

. 

Marletto writes: 

Theseus, son of Aegeus, king of Athens, went to Crete to kill the Minotaur. Theseus made an agreement 

with his aged father that if he defeated the Minotaur, on their return his crew would raise white sails on 

the ship; if he perished, they would raise black sails. So off went Theseus, and he defeated the Minotaur. 

But on his way back, distracted by all sorts of things (including, possibly, the presence of his fiancée, 

Ariadne, on the ship!), he forgot to tell the crew about the sails. The crew left the black sails on, and 

Aegeus, who from the highest tower of Athens could see the ship approaching, thought his son was dead. 

So he threw himself into the sea and drowned. This tragic story is why the sea is now called the Aegean. 

Now suppose we asked our master storyteller to tell that story with the constraint that he can formulate 

statements only about what happens — that is, he must report the full story without ever referring to 

counterfactual properties. In particular, he cannot refer to properties that have to do with what could or 

could not be done to physical systems. 

This task turns out to be impossible: for the story to make sense, and to convey fully its meaning, two 

attributes of the ship are essential: one, that it can be used to send a signal, by assuming one of two states 

— white sail showing or black sail showing; the other, that the state of having black or white sails can be 

copied onto other physical systems — such as Aegeus’s eyes and brain. The copiability property tells us 

that the flag contains information. 

Without these two counterfactual properties, the myth would be robbed of sense and could not possibly 

produce in the mind of the reader the tragic feeling, the shift in understanding, that gives rise to its 

millennia-wide moral. The myth of Theseus — a sensical story of tangible things like continents and 

oceans, a story of profoundly human things like ships and sons — helps grasp the analogous 

counterfactuals at work in more abstract things. A bit — that unit of information powering our digital 

universe — may seem like an abstract thing, but it is essentially a Thesian ship’s sail: there are the two 

binary states that can switch from one to the other, there is the ability to be copied. Any system endowed 

with these two counterfactual properties is an information medium — a conduit of knowledge. 

Marletto reflects: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/08/plutarch-the-ship-of-theseus-ted-ed/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/08/plutarch-the-ship-of-theseus-ted-ed/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/06/james-gleick-the-information-claude-shannon/
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Theseus and the Minotaur by Alice and Martin Provensen from their lovely 1956 illustrations for 

the Iliad and the OdysseyAdopting counterfactuals brings entities that look superficially like immaterial 

abstractions into the domain of physics. Information and knowledge, for example, have been traditionally 

considered as mere abstractions — as things that do not belong to the physical world. However, by 

considering the counterfactual properties of physical systems that enable information and knowledge, one 

refutes this idea: because whether or not a physical system has those properties is set precisely by the laws 

of physics. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/08/14/iliad-odyssey-provensen/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/08/14/iliad-odyssey-provensen/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/08/14/iliad-odyssey-provensen/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

98 

 

Art from Thomas Wright’s An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, 1750. (Available as a 

print and as a face mask.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/02/16/thomas-wright-original-theory/
https://society6.com/product/art-from-thomas-wrights-an-original-theory-or-new-hypothesis-of-the-universe-1750_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-from-thomas-wrights-an-original-theory-or-new-hypothesis-of-the-universe-1750_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-from-thomas-wrights-an-original-theory-or-new-hypothesis-of-the-universe-1750_print?curator=brainpicker
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The ultimate promise of counterfactuals as portals to possibility comes most vibrantly abloom in one of the 

several short genre-bending vignettes Marletto composes to illustrate the scientific concepts — a story-

upon-story set in the crucible of materialism, Ancient Greece. She imagines the childhood of the legendary 

conqueror Alexander the Great — who by his death at thirty-two would have created one of the vastest 

empires in the history of our species — and his time as an uncommonly broad-minded pupil of Aristotle: a 

boy asking the vastest unasked questions, hungry to fathom his own mind. In one of their conversations, 

Alexander wonders what it is in him that endows him with the capacity for wonder — with the ability to 

savor poetry and philosophy and the abstract art of mathematics — if he is made of the same material as 

concrete things like rocks and grass. Marletto’s Aristotle answers: 

What’s clear is that the mind has characteristic properties that make it capable of relating to things that 

are abstract. I suspect that it obeys the same laws as rocks and grass, though we have yet to find these laws 

and understand how to apply them to the mind. 

Complement The Science of Can and Can’t with physicist Alan Lightman’s poetic meditation on what 

makes our improbable lives worth living between the bookends of possibility, then revisit the story of Alan 

Turing, the world’s first digital music, and the poetry of the possible. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/24/chiara-marletto-the-science-of-can-and-

cant/?mc_cid=517a39d1a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662   

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525521925/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/13/alan-lightman-probable-impossibilities/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/13/alan-lightman-probable-impossibilities/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/09/28/alan-turing-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/09/28/alan-turing-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/24/chiara-marletto-the-science-of-can-and-cant/?mc_cid=517a39d1a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/24/chiara-marletto-the-science-of-can-and-cant/?mc_cid=517a39d1a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Veteran 

by Stephen Crane 

 

The Veteran was first published in McClure's Magazine in 1896, a year after the publication of The Red 

Badge of Courage (1895). While The Veteran stands alone as a great short story, it might be best described 

as the unknown sequel to the The Red Badge of Courage. In this story, Crane re-introduces Henry Fleming, 

this time as an old man. The author also clears away a question of setting by establishing Chancellorsville as 

the setting for the Fleming's battlefield baptism in The Red Badge of Courage. The Veteran also adds depth 

and color to Henry Fleming as a character and allows the author a final commentary on the question of 

courage and its different appearances. 

 

 

Battle of Chancellorsville, May 2-4, 1863, The Red Badge of Courage 

https://americanliterature.com/author/stephen-crane
https://americanliterature.com/author/stephen-crane/book/the-red-badge-of-courage/summary
https://americanliterature.com/author/stephen-crane/book/the-red-badge-of-courage/summary
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Out of the low window could be seen three hickory trees placed irregularly in a meadow that was resplendent 

in spring-time green. Farther away, the old, dismal belfry of the village church loomed over the pines. A 

horse, meditating in the shade of one of the hickories, lazily swished his tail. The warm sunshine made an 

oblong of vivid yellow on the floor of the grocery. 

"Could you see the whites of their eyes?" said the man, who was seated on a soap box. 

"Nothing of the kind," replied old Henry warmly. "Just a lot of flitting figures, and I let go at where they 

'peared to be the thickest. Bang!" 

"Mr. Fleming," said the grocer--his deferential voice expressed somehow the old man's exact social weight--

"Mr. Fleming, you never was frightened much in them battles, was you?" 

The veteran looked down and grinned. Observing his manner, the entire group tittered. "Well, I guess I was," 

he answered finally. "Pretty well scared, sometimes. Why, in my first battle I thought the sky was falling 

down. I thought the world was coming to an end. You bet I was scared." 

Every one laughed. Perhaps it seemed strange and rather wonderful to them that a man should admit the thing, 

and in the tone of their laughter there was probably more admiration than if old Fleming had declared that he 

had always been a lion. Moreover, they knew that he had ranked as an orderly sergeant, and so their opinion 

of his heroism was fixed. None, to be sure, knew how an orderly sergeant ranked, but then it was understood 

to be somewhere just shy of a major-general's stars. So, when old Henry admitted that he had been frightened, 

there was a laugh. 

"The trouble was," said the old man, "I thought they were all shooting at me. Yes, sir, I thought every man in 

the other army was aiming at me in particular, and only me. And it seemed so darned unreasonable, you 

know. I wanted to explain to 'em what an almighty good fellow I was, because I thought then they might quit 

all trying to hit me. But I couldn't explain, and they kept on being unreasonable--blim!--blam! bang! So I 

run!" 

Two little triangles of wrinkles appeared at the corners of his eyes. Evidently he appreciated some comedy in 

this recital. Down near his feet, however, little Jim, his grandson, was visibly horror-stricken. His hands were 

clasped nervously, and his eyes were wide with astonishment at this terrible scandal, his most magnificent 

grandfather telling such a thing. 

"That was at Chancellorsville. Of course, afterward I got kind of used to it. A man does. Lots of men, though, 

seem to feel all right from the start. I did, as soon as I 'got on to it,' as they say now; but at first I was pretty 

well flustered. Now, there was young Jim Conklin, old Si Conklin's son--that used to keep the tannery--you 

none of you recollect him--well, he went into it from the start just as if he was born to it. But with me it was 

different. I had to get used to it." 

When little Jim walked with his grandfather he was in the habit of skipping along on the stone pavement, in 

front of the three stores and the hotel of the town, and betting that he could avoid the cracks. But upon this 
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day he walked soberly, with his hand gripping two of his grandfather's fingers. Sometimes he kicked 

abstractedly at dandelions that curved over the walk. Any one could see that he was much troubled. 

"There's Sickles's colt over in the medder, Jimmie," said the old man. "Don't you wish you owned one like 

him?" 

"Um," said the boy, with a strange lack of interest. He continued his reflections. Then finally he ventured: 

"Grandpa--now--was that true what you was telling those men?" 

"What?" asked the grandfather. "What was I telling them?" 

"Oh, about your running." 

"Why, yes, that was true enough, Jimmie. It was my first fight, and there was an awful lot of noise, you 

know." 

Jimmie seemed dazed that this idol, of its own will, should so totter. His stout boyish idealism was injured. 

Presently the grandfather said: "Sickles's colt is going for a drink. Don't you wish you owned Sickles's colt, 

Jimmie?" 

The boy merely answered: "He ain't as nice as our'n." He lapsed then into another moody silence. 

* * * * * 

One of the hired men, a Swede, desired to drive to the county seat for purposes of his own. The old man 

loaned a horse and an unwashed buggy. It appeared later that one of the purposes of the Swede was to get 

drunk. 

After quelling some boisterous frolic of the farm hands and boys in the garret, the old man had that night gone 

peacefully to sleep, when he was aroused by clamouring at the kitchen door. He grabbed his trousers, and they 

waved out behind as he dashed forward. He could hear the voice of the Swede, screaming and blubbering. He 

pushed the wooden button, and, as the door flew open, the Swede, a maniac, stumbled inward, chattering, 

weeping, still screaming: "De barn fire! Fire! Fire! De barn fire! Fire! Fire! Fire!" 

There was a swift and indescribable change in the old man. His face ceased instantly to be a face; it became a 

mask, a grey thing, with horror written about the mouth and eyes. He hoarsely shouted at the foot of the little 

rickety stairs, and immediately, it seemed, there came down an avalanche of men. No one knew that during 

this time the old lady had been standing in her night-clothes at the bedroom door, yelling: "What's th' matter? 

What's th' matter? What's th' matter?" 

When they dashed toward the barn it presented to their eyes its usual appearance, solemn, rather mystic in the 

black night. The Swede's lantern was overturned at a point some yards in front of the barn doors. It contained 
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a wild little conflagration of its own, and even in their excitement some of those who ran felt a gentle 

secondary vibration of the thrifty part of their minds at sight of this overturned lantern. Under ordinary 

circumstances it would have been a calamity. 

But the cattle in the barn were trampling, trampling, trampling, and above this noise could be heard a 

humming like the song of innumerable bees. The old man hurled aside the great doors, and a yellow flame 

leaped out at one corner and sped and wavered frantically up the old grey wall. It was glad, terrible, this single 

flame, like the wild banner of deadly and triumphant foes. 

The motley crowd from the garret had come with all the pails of the farm. They flung themselves upon the 

well. It was a leisurely old machine, long dwelling in indolence. It was in the habit of giving out water with a 

sort of reluctance. The men stormed at it, cursed it; but it continued to allow the buckets to be filled only after 

the wheezy windlass had howled many protests at the mad-handed men. 

With his opened knife in his hand old Fleming himself had gone headlong into the barn, where the stifling 

smoke swirled with the air currents, and where could be heard in its fulness the terrible chorus of the flames, 

laden with tones of hate and death, a hymn of wonderful ferocity. 

He flung a blanket over an old mare's head, cut the halter close to the manger, led the mare to the door, and 

fairly kicked her out to safety. He returned with the same blanket, and rescued one of the work horses. He 

took five horses out, and then came out himself, with his clothes bravely on fire. He had no whiskers, and 

very little hair on his head. They soused five pailfuls of water on him. His eldest son made a clean miss with 

the sixth pailful, because the old man had turned and was running down the decline and around to the 

basement of the barn, where were the stanchions of the cows. Some one noticed at the time that he ran very 

lamely, as if one of the frenzied horses had smashed his hip. 

The cows, with their heads held in the heavy stanchions, had thrown themselves, strangled themselves, 

tangled themselves--done everything which the ingenuity of their exuberant fear could suggest to them. 

Here, as at the well, the same thing happened to every man save one. Their hands went mad. They became 

incapable of everything save the power to rush into dangerous situations. 

The old man released the cow nearest the door, and she, blind drunk with terror, crashed into the Swede. The 

Swede had been running to and fro babbling. He carried an empty milk-pail, to which he clung with an 

unconscious, fierce enthusiasm. He shrieked like one lost as he went under the cow's hoofs, and the milk-pail, 

rolling across the floor, made a flash of silver in the gloom. 

Old Fleming took a fork, beat off the cow, and dragged the paralysed Swede to the open air. When they had 

rescued all the cows save one, which had so fastened herself that she could not be moved an inch, they 

returned to the front of the barn, and stood sadly, breathing like men who had reached the final point of 

human effort. 
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Many people had come running. Some one had even gone to the church, and now, from the distance, rang the 

tocsin note of the old bell. There was a long flare of crimson on the sky, which made remote people speculate 

as to the whereabouts of the fire. 

The long flames sang their drumming chorus in voices of the heaviest bass. The wind whirled clouds of 

smoke and cinders into the faces of the spectators. The form of the old barn was outlined in black amid these 

masses of orange-hued flames. 

And then came this Swede again, crying as one who is the weapon of the sinister fates: "De colts! De colts! 

You have forgot de colts!" 

Old Fleming staggered. It was true: they had forgotten the two colts in the box-stalls at the back of the barn. 

"Boys," he said, "I must try to get 'em out." They clamoured about him then, afraid for him, afraid of what 

they should see. Then they talked wildly each to each. "Why, it's sure death!" "He would never get out!" 

"Why, it's suicide for a man to go in there!" Old Fleming stared absent-mindedly at the open doors. "The poor 

little things!" he said. He rushed into the barn. 

When the roof fell in, a great funnel of smoke swarmed toward the sky, as if the old man's mighty spirit, 

released from its body--a little bottle--had swelled like the genie of fable. The smoke was tinted rose- hue 

from the flames, and perhaps the unutterable midnights of the universe will have no power to daunt the colour 

of this soul. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/stephen-crane/short-story/the-veteran 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/stephen-crane/short-story/the-veteran
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The Early History of Human Excreta 

When humans stopped being nomadic, we could no longer walk away from our waste. We’ve been battling it 

ever since. 

 

Reconstruction drawing of public Latrine at Forum Hadriani, Germania Inferior, Netherlands 

via Flickr 

By: Lina Zeldovich  

 Share Tweet Email Print 

Our nomadic ancestors had it easy. They answered their calls of nature whenever and wherever they felt like 

it—exactly as any other nonhuman animal on earth does. The early humans had no privacy issues and no 

preferences regarding toilet paper. They simply relieved themselves where they wanted and wandered away 

from their droppings, leaving them for Mother Nature to process, converting it back to soil. They went on to 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/carolemage/9548853868
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/lina-zeldovich/
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=419334385204394&display=popup&href=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fthe-early-history-of-human-excreta%2F&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fthe-early-history-of-human-excreta%2F
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fthe-early-history-of-human-excreta%2F&text=The+Early+History+of+Human+Excreta&via=JSTOR_Daily
mailto:?subject=The%20Early%20History%20of%20Human%20Excreta&body=When%20humans%20stopped%20being%20nomadic%2C%20we%20could%20no%20longer%20walk%20away%20from%20our%20waste.%20We%E2%80%99ve%20been%20battling%20it%20ever%20since.%0D%0A%0D%0A%20Read%20More:%20https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fthe-early-history-of-human-excreta%2F
javascript:window.print()
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chase gazelles and forage for berries, and once their bodies extracted the nutrients from all that food, more 

deposits would fall onto the earth, keeping the cycle going. 

As humans kept wandering, they fertilized places along the way—especially those “rest stops” where their 

clans chose to stay for a while. Some of these early humans may have even noticed that plants tended to grow 

bigger, better, and tastier in such rest stops. So, tribes made a point of coming back to those spots the next 

season, or even several years in a row—and then, one year some decided to just settle at those convenient 

spots. 
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These early settlers brought us to the advent of farming. They were the ones who began cultivating land and 

domesticating animals, who switched from a nomadic lifestyle to husbandry. They are the ones we credit with 

the establishment of modern civilization. They are also the ones we must credit—or blame, depending on the 

point of view—for leaving humankind forever stuck dealing with its waste. Once humans settled, they could 

no longer walk away from their shit. And sure enough, shit began to pile up. 

If there’s one thing we have in common with our ancestors, it’s that they were just as dismayed with their 

excrement as we are with ours. Even our Neolithic ancestors wanted nothing to do with their shit. Some dug 

pits away from their dwellings or in the middle of their fields. Some designated “bathroom spaces” outside 

the village, or behind the bushes, or underneath the trees. Some went out to the riverbanks, letting the 

excrement get carried away by water—possibly to the dismay of the villagers living downstream. For as long 

as the settlements were small, those methods worked. But as the little villages burgeoned into cities and their 

populations grew, while the surrounding fields and forests shrank, all that shit really began to stink. So, as 

humanity grew, the sewage systems began to grow, too. 

The Bronze Age Plumbers 

The Minoan civilization, which flourished on Crete and other Aegean islands from about 2600 to 1100 BCE, 

pre-dating ancient Greece, had more than 100 cities. Knossos, the Minoans’ largest city, counted 80,000–

100,000 inhabitants in its heyday. An average adult produces about a pound of poo a day, and an average 

child a little less, so the Minoans likely generated some 50 tons of feces daily, all deposited within a relatively 

limited physical space and accumulating week after week. Part of it probably ended up fertilizing some 

vegetable patches nearby, but 50 tons a day is more than city gardens can handle. What does one do with all 

that shit? And what does one use as an easy and readily available force to purge it from yards and homes? 

https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/
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The engineering answer was water. Every human civilization has been located next to some water source—a 

lake, a sea, or a glacier-fed river—because without water, life, food, and daily human activities don’t really 

work. A few smart Minoans, frustrated by the daily battle with their excrement, turned to water as a solution. 

And they were the ones to credit—or blame, again, depending on your point of view—for teaching 

humankind to dump its sewage into the water. They were the first to set the precedent of discarding our 

unwanted excrement into aquatic basins. They were the ones who started flushing waste out into the deep 

blue, rather than keeping it on land. 

The Palace at Knossos, Crete via Wikimedia Commons 

 

Many water-based sewage systems we use today continuously over-enrich waterways, contributing to 

toxic algal blooms and coastal marshes’ decay. 

This new step in excrement history was very important, not only because it led to the creation of sewage 

systems as we know them, but also because it began to alter the existing nutritional balance of land and water 

ecosystems, which left us grappling with many of the environmental problems we are experiencing today. 

The health of soil ecosystems has always depended on their having sufficient concentrations of nitrogen, 

potassium, phosphorus, and carbon, as well as some other nutrients like iron, magnesium, and sulfur. Without 

these elements, the plants can’t build their cell walls or convert carbon dioxide into oxygen. The richest soils, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Le_Palais_de_Knossos_en_Cr%C3%A8te._Reconstitution.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/the-early-history-of-human-excreta/?utm_term=The%20Early%20History%20of%20Human%20Excreta&utm_campaign=jstordaily_11112021&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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coveted by farmers and gardeners worldwide, have always been high in these basic nutrients. By contrast, 

aquatic and marine environments have evolved to be low on these elements. And that’s fine. For aquatic 

ecosystems, an overabundance of these elements isn’t a good thing. Many water-based sewage systems we 

use today continuously over-enrich waterways, contributing to toxic algal blooms and coastal marshes’ decay. 

But for the Minoans and those who came after them, water was what kept the city clean. They built the first 

ever, simple yet functioning, version of a flushing toilet and a sewage system. Four thousand years ago, the 

Palace of Minos in Knossos had a cleaning system in which rainwater from the roof was gathered and used to 

flush the sewage from three bathrooms in the east wing. A sophisticated water system directed different 

sources of wastewater into pipes underneath the floors, which then joined together to form a large 

underground channel that also disposed of toilet contents. The Minoans commonly used ceramic pipes, 

shaping the pipe ends so that the pieces fit tightly into each other. The pipes’ upper parts had openings 

covered by ceramic lids, allowing for cleaning. Just like our modern plumbing, the Minoan pipes occasionally 

clogged, so the underground sewers came equipped with manholes for cleaning, maintenance, and ventilation 

and were built large enough for service workers to enter them. 

The Harappan civilization that flourished in the Indus Valley, also built an impressive sewage system for 

its time. At its height, between 2600 and 1900 BCE, the city of Harappa—which sits in Punjab Province, 

Pakistan—counted more than 23,000 residents and occupied about 370 acres. Mohenjo-daro was another 

well-developed city of the Indus Valley civilizations. More than 2,000 years before the Roman Empire would 

become famous for its feats of engineering, the Harappans built clay brick houses equipped with private toilet 

facilities that emptied into a sewage structure—a system of covered outside drains. 

To route the filth out of their homes, Harappan engineers dug 20-inch-deep gutters. They lined them with clay 

bricks and covered them with wooden boards and loose stones. The covers helped keep filth from escaping 

but could be easily opened at any moment to clean clogged passageways. The gutters were sloped so that the 

water could flow, and they joined drains from other houses along the way—much like our sewer pipes do 

today. Wherever a drain ran a longer distance, or where several drain routes met, the Harappans installed a 

brick-lined cesspool to avoid overflowing or clogging. Naturally, such cesspools needed to be periodically 

emptied, so the ancient engineers equipped their shafts with steps leading down into the pits. 

The Harappans and the Minoans were probably the first people who really flushed, albeit without metal levers 

attached to gleaming white bowls. This approach worked for twenty-something-thousand inhabitants pooping 

on some 300 acres, but cities were going to grow much bigger than that. 

The Romans and the Cloaca Massima 

Unlike the Minoans and the Harappans, the city of Rome had to clean up after about a million people, so 

small, wood-covered gutters wouldn’t do. With 10 times more inhabitants than Knossos had at its height, and 

thus producing 10 times more waste, totaling 500 tons a day, the Romans had to construct a truly colossal 

sewer system. They built the Greatest Sewer, or Cloaca Massima, named after the Roman goddess 

Cloacina—the Cleanser, from the Latin verb cluo, meaning “to clean.” The Cloaca Massima moved millions 

of gallons of water and flushed about a million pounds of crap a day. It was so immense that Greek 

geographer and historian Strabo wrote that Roman sewers were big enough “for wagons loaded with hay to 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20723775?mag=the-early-history-of-human-excreta
https://www.jstor.org/stable/301055?mag=the-early-history-of-human-excreta
https://www.jstor.org/stable/301055?mag=the-early-history-of-human-excreta
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pass” and for “veritable rivers” to flow through them. Despite many earthquakes, floods, collapsed buildings, 

and other cataclysms, the Roman sewers stood strong over centuries. 

Toilets in the ancient city of Ephesus, located near the Aegean Sea in modern day Turkey. Getty 

The Romans were also famous for building their toilets—in their private homes and for public use. But these 

facilities, while seemingly looking very advanced for an ancient civilization, were, in reality, far from 

glamorous, especially the public ones. The Romans very much differentiated between the two—they even had 

different names for them, explains Ann Olga Koloski-Ostrow, an anthropologist and author of The 

Archaeology of Sanitation in Roman Italy: Toilets, Sewers, and Water Systems. The name “latrine,” 

or latrina in Latin, was used to describe a private toilet in someone’s home, usually erected over a cesspit. 

Public toilets, constructed in the middle of the city for everyone to use, were called foricae. They were often 

attached to public baths, the water from which was used to flush down the filth. Built from marble, some of 

these ancient public toilets survived to this day, including the one in Ephesus, an ancient Roman city, whose 

well-preserved ruins reside in modern-day Turkey. They look like long marble benches with a row of holes in 

them, with no dividers in between—the ancient toilet-goers clearly had far fewer inhibitions than we do 

today—although the elaborate folds of the toga afforded some seclusion. “The clothes they wore would 

provide a barricade so you actually could do your business in relative privacy, get up, and go. And hopefully 

your toga wasn’t too dirty after that,” Koloski-Ostrow says. 
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Foricae remains may look beautiful and clean to us today, but that was hardly the case when these 

facilities were operational. 

The white, polished marble bench seats with a row of holes in them, foricae remains may look beautiful and 

clean to us today, but that was hardly the case when these facilities were operational, Koloski-Ostrow says. 

They had low roofs and tiny windows that let in little light. People sometimes missed the holes, so the floors 

and seats were often soiled and the air surely stunk. Overall Koloski-Ostrow thinks the facilities were so 

unwelcoming that the Roman elite would use them only under great duress. The upper-class Romans, who 

sometimes paid for the foricae to be erected, generally wouldn’t set foot in these places. 

Neither were the public toilets built to accommodate women. “By the second century CE, I don’t think 

women used them,” Koloski-Ostrow says. “It was mostly the men’s world. The public latrines were 

constructed in the areas of the city where men had business to do. Maybe a slave girl who was sent to the 

market would venture in, out of necessity, although she would fear being mugged or raped. But an elite 

Roman woman wouldn’t be caught dead in there.” Back at their comfortable villas, the wealthy citizens had 

their own personal latrines constructed over cesspools, but even they may have preferred to use the more 

comfortable and less smelly chamber pots, which they made their slaves empty onto the garden patches. They 

didn’t even want to connect their cesspools to the sewer pipes, because that would be likely to bring the 

vermin and the stink into the house. Instead, they hired stercorraii—manure removers—to empty their pits. 

Koloski-Ostrow writes that in one case, “11 asses may have been paid for the removal of manure.” 

One thing, however, the Romans did was wipe—even despite their lack of toilet paper. They Roans cleaned 

their behinds with sea sponges attached to a stick, and the gutter supplied clean flowing water to dip the 

sponges in. This soft and gentle tool was called a tersorium, which literally meant “a wiping thing.” 

Whether they washed their hands after that is another story. Maybe they dipped their fingers into an amphora 

by the door. Maybe they did not. Maybe they did it in some parts of the empire, but not in others. Worse, 

the tersoria were probably reused and shared by all the fellow butt-wipers who came and went throughout the 

day. So, if one of the forica visitors had intestinal worms, all the others would carry them home, too. Without 

any knowledge of how diseases spread, the overall Roman toilet setup could hardly be called hygienic by our 

standards. 

So overall, while the Cloaca Massima solved Rome’s sewage removal problems, it didn’t solve the city’s 

health issues. It carried the filth out of the city and dumped it into the Tiber, polluting the very water some 

citizens depended on for irrigation, bathing, and drinking. And so, while the Romans no longer had to see, or 

smell, their excrement, they hadn’t done much to eliminate its hazardous nature. Through the next several 

centuries, as humankind kept concentrating in cities, it would find itself in a bitter battle with its own waste, 

seemingly with no way to win. 

 

Adapted from The Other Dark Matter: The Science and Business of Turning Waste into Wealth and 

Health by Lina Zeldovich, to be published by the University of Chicago on November 19, 2021. Copyright © 

2021 by Lina Zeldovich. 
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Editors’ Note: This article has been updated to reflect the fact that the city of Harappa is located in Pakistan, 

not India. 
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Toilet hygiene in the classical era 

By: Philippe Charlier, Luc Brun, Clarisse Prêtre and Isabelle Huynh-Charlier 

BMJ: British Medical Journal, Vol. 345, No. 7888 (22-29 December 2012), p. 41 
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Architecture MasterPrize celebrates design triumphs from around the globe 

By Adam Williams 

 

The Arc, by Ibuku, is a stunning new gymnasium at the Green School in Bali that was constructed using 

bamboo. The project is one of the winners of this year's Architecture MasterPrize 

Ibuku 

VIEW 20 IMAGES 

The winners of the 2021 Architecture MasterPrize have been announced. This relatively lesser-known award 

highlights some superb projects from around the world, including a luxurious home buried into a Greek 

hillside and a mixed-use German building covered in over 30,000 hedges. 

Now in its sixth year, the Architecture MasterPrize (AMP) was created by awards organizer Farmani Group to 

advance the appreciation and exposure of quality architectural design worldwide. 

https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
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"We were blown away by the quality of AMP entries this year," says AMP Head of Communications, David 

Tera. "The level of ingenuity showcased in the projects was both impressive and inspiring. This year's 

winners have shown exceptional talent and have set a new benchmark for architectural design. The AMP 

jurors were pleased to see how many of the projects emphasized sustainability, offering solutions to our ever-

changing world and environmental challenges, proving that innovative design goes beyond aesthetics." 

We've chosen a few examples below and you can also hit the gallery to see a selection of this year's winners 

chosen by AMP. 

NCaved Residence, by Mold Architects, is a luxury home buried into a rugged Greek hillside. The project is a 

winner in the Residential Architecture - Single Family category of the 2021 Architecture MasterPrize 

Yiorgis Yerolymbos 

The NCaved Residence, by Mold Architects, is a winner in the Residential Architecture – Single Family 

category. The enviable home has been carved into a rugged hillside in Greece and blends into its surroundings 

impressively well. 

http://www.newatlas.com/architecture/2021-architecture-masterprize/#gallery?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/architecture/ncaved-house-greece/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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The home measures 360 sq m (roughly 3,800 sq ft) and its interior features an open layout that's filled with 

natural light thanks to generous glazing. Additionally, it's fronted by a large terrace and swimming pool, and 

is situated to frame excellent views of the nearby sea. 

Kö-Bogen II, by Ingenhoven Architects, is located in Düsseldorf and features Europe's largest green facade. 

The project is a winner in the Green Architecture category of the 2021 Architecture MasterPrize 

ingenhoven architects / HGEsch 

The Kö-Bogen II, by Ingenhoven Architects, is a winner in the Green Architecture category. The project 

transformed an area of inner-city Düsseldorf from gray to green with a mixed-use building that's covered in 

an incredible 8 km (5 miles) of hedges on its exterior, making it Europe's largest green facade. 

The more-than 30,000 hedges were first grown in a nursery so that they could be delivered with fully 

developed roots. All that greenery is watered with a sensor-aided water supply system and it needs trimming 

three times a year. 

Vo Trong Nghia Architects is the winner of the Architectural Design Firm of the Year category of the 2021 

Architecture MasterPrize 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/ingenhoven-ko-boken-ii/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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Vo Trong Nghia Architects 

Vietnam's Vo Trong Nghia Architects is the winner of the Architecture Firm of the Year award. The practice 

is a regular presence on our architecture pages and its overriding passion is to infuse its architecture with 

significant amounts of greenery, in a bid to re-green urban areas of its home country. 

Notable projects that are well worth a look include its Ha Long Villa (pictured above), and Breathing House. 

Its work with bamboo is also extraordinary, such as the Casamia Community House. 

Source: AMP 

We recommend 

1. Soapstone in Jugend (Art Nouveau) architecture of northern European cities (1890s-1910s) 

Andrey Bulakh et al., Special Publications, 2019 
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2. Revealing the architecture of the photosynthetic apparatus in the diatom Thalassiosira pseudonana 

Rameez Arshad et al., Plant Phyisol 

3. Capturing in-field root system dynamics with RootTracker 

Jeffrey J Aguilar et al., Plant Phyisol 

1. In vivo cartilage regeneration in a multi-layered articular cartilage architecture mimicking scaffold 

Karthikeyan Rajagopal et al., Bone & Joint Research, 2020 

2. Altered chromatin architecture and gene expression during polyploidization and domestication of 

soybean 

Longfei Wang et al., The Plant Cell, 2021 

3. Lateral accretion in a straight slope channel system: an example from the Forties Sandstone of the 

Huntington Field, UK Central North Sea 

Chris Edwards et al., Petroleum Geology Conference Proceedings, 2018 

 

Adam Williams 

Adam scours the globe from his home in Spain in order to bring the best of innovative architecture and 

sustainable design to the pages of New Atlas. Most of his spare time is spent dabbling in music, tinkering with 

old Macintosh computers and trying to keep his even older VW bus on the road. 
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https://academic.oup.com/plcell/article-abstract/33/5/1430/6175070?redirectedFrom=fulltext&utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=The_Plant_Cell_TrendMD_1
http://pgc.lyellcollection.org/content/8/1/413?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Petroleum_Geology_Conference_Proceedings_TrendMD_1
http://pgc.lyellcollection.org/content/8/1/413?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Petroleum_Geology_Conference_Proceedings_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2021-architecture-masterprize/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=ffb9bd5e35-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_11_12_06_49&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-ffb9bd5e35-92970593
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2021-architecture-masterprize/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=ffb9bd5e35-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_11_12_06_49&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-ffb9bd5e35-92970593
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2021-architecture-masterprize/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=ffb9bd5e35-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_11_12_06_49&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-ffb9bd5e35-92970593
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2021-architecture-masterprize/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=ffb9bd5e35-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_11_12_06_49&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-ffb9bd5e35-92970593
https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
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Could climate change alter the marine food web? 

Phenomenon affecting where marine mammals are distributed relative to their prey 

 
 

Long-finned pilot whales in the Northeast U.S. shifted poleward as water temperatures warmed. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

October 14, 2021 

Climate change is redistributing biodiversity globally. Such distributional shifts of organisms often 

follow the speed and direction of environmental changes. U.S. National Science Foundation-funded 

research by biologists at Stony Brook University reveals that this phenomenon is affecting where large 

marine mammals are distributed relative to their prey , which could have important implications for 

marine food web dynamics. Their findings are published in Scientific Reports. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303682&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1851898&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.stonybrook.edu/newsroom/could-climate-change-be-altering-the-marine-food-web/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-97318-z
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Marine mammals, or endotherms, such as whales and dolphins, are often assumed to shift their 

movements and distribution in response to warming waters more slowly than their ectothermic prey, 

such as fish and squid, whose growth and productivity is directly impacted by water temperature.  

Since marine mammals are large, highly mobile and occur across wide geographic ranges, 

distributional shifts in these species are difficult to quantify. In this study, data from fisheries bycatch 

and stranding events are used to examine changes in the distribution of long-finned pilot whales and 

their prey relative to climate velocity, which describes the pace of climate change, in a rapidly warming 

region of the Northwest Atlantic. 

"We found that long-finned pilot whales in the Northeast U.S. shifted poleward over a 25-year period 

as water temperatures warmed rapidly -- and at a very fast rate," said Lesley Thorne, a marine 

biologist at Stony Brook University and the paper's lead author. "The question was whether they were 

following rapidly shifting prey species or responding directly to environmental change." 

Thorne and co-author Janet Nye, a marine biologist at the University of North Carolina, analyzed 

trends in water temperature and the distribution of fish, squid and long-finned pilot whales from 1992 

to 2016. They found that the poleward shift in pilot whale distribution was faster than expected and 

more than three times the rate of fish and invertebrate prey species. 

Petra Lenz, a program director in NSF's Division of Ocean Sciences, added, "Biogeographic shifts in 

marine organisms are well documented. But explaining the 'why' of a change has been more difficult. 

This team's surprising conclusion underscores the importance of studies to understand and predict 

community shifts in response to environmental change."  

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303682&utm_medium=email&utm_source=go

vdelivery  

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
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THE STORY OF ESPIONAGE IS (OFTEN) THE STORY OF INCOMPETENCE 

"Blundering is writ large across the history of betrayal." 

NOVEMBER 15, 2021 BY JAMES WOLFF 

VIA BITTER LEMON 

 

 

You would be forgiven for having missed one particular news story that did the rounds in August this 

year. ‘Briton suspected of spying for Russia arrested in Germany’ read the BBC headline, and the 

accompanying article, describing the arrest of a Scottish security guard working at the British embassy 

in Berlin, suggested that the same old shadow games were still being played. 

One of the most remarkable things about the story was that journalists who visited the suspect’s 

apartment in Potsdam peered through his window and saw ‘two Russian flags alongside scores of 

military history books, some in Russian.’ Two Russian flags? Isn’t it astonishing that someone working 

for the other side would have two Russian flags in their apartment? If he absolutely had to have two 

Russian flags in his apartment, did they have to be in direct line of sight of anyone walking past his 

window? Was there nowhere else he could put them? Was his bedroom so full of Stalin memorabilia 

and pictures of Putin on horseback that there was no room for flags? 

https://crimereads.com/author/jameswolff/
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781913394516
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Spying is a peculiar profession for any number of reasons, but one of the most peculiar is that we only 

hear about it when something goes wrong. If things go right, it’s as though nothing ever happened. A 

bug is planted, an agent is recruited, a file is slipped out of a briefcase, photographed, and returned: the 

success or failure of these routine events hinges entirely on whether anyone finds out about them. Most 

professions are desperate to shout about their successes from the rooftops. But for spies, column inches 

are just another way of measuring failure. 

For this reason, you might conclude that incompetence is rare—that blundering of the Berlin sort 

might make the papers but is very much the exception. But the truth is that blundering is writ large 

across the history of betrayal. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Take the case of Michael Bettaney, a heavy-drinking British spy who pushed a note offering his services 

to the KGB ‘Resident’ in London in 1983. MI5 found out that someone in their ranks was switching 

sides but didn’t know who the traitor was until an increasingly impatient Bettaney, puzzled by the lack 

of a Russian response to his generous offer, decided to ask – of all people – his boss what he thought the 

KGB Resident would do if a British intelligence officer pushed a note through his door volunteering his 

services. It wasn’t long before MI5 extracted a full confession. 

Even successful double agents have displayed a remarkable lack of finesse. At the time of his arrest in 

1994, CIA officer Aldrich Ames had betrayed more clandestine US assets to the Russians that anyone 

in history. Yet in the preceding years he had aroused such suspicion among his colleagues that when the 

CIA team investigating the leaks asked 10 experienced officers to study a list of 198 suspects and choose 

5 who might conceivably be Russian spies, Aldrich’s name featured on the lists of all 10 officers. 

It’s hard to know exactly what made them suspicious. Was it that Ames once left a briefcase filled with 

classified material on the subway? Or his extramarital affairs, including with an informant? Or was it 

his tailor-made suits, his Jaguar car, and the 500,000-dollar house he paid for in cash? The most 

astonishing thing of all is that he got away with it for so long. 

What does this mean for those of us writing spy stories? For me, it is a reminder to pay close attention 

to our kissing cousins on the crime fiction shelves. The criminal underworld has for so long been an 

open book, thanks to court transcripts, true crime documentaries and prison memoirs, that the genre’s 

novelists understand in their bones just how often things go wrong. They understand that some 

criminals are dumb and others are decent, and that the same is true of the cops who chase them. They 

understand that in the real world it is pretty difficult to commit the perfect crime. They understand 

that laziness, incompetence, ego, and misjudgement must be written into both sides of any cops and 

robbers story for it to have any hope of being even vaguely realistic. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

It is in the interest of the spies to convince you that their world is different. But I’ll let you in on a 

secret. That might not be completely true all of the time… 
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*** 

 

Share: 

• Share on Facebook (Opens in new window) 

• Click to share on Twitter (Opens in new window) 

• Click to share on Google+ (Opens in new window) 

• More 

•  

Aldrich AmesBitter LemonespionageHow To Betray Your CountryJames Wolffspy fiction 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fcrimereads.com%2Fthe-story-of-espionage-is-often-the-story-of-incompetence%2F&t=The%20Story%20of%20Espionage%20Is%20%28Often%29%20the%20Story%20of%20Incompetence
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?via=CrimeReads&text=The%20Story%20of%20Espionage%20Is%20%28Often%29%20the%20Story%20of%20Incompetence&url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrimereads.com%2Fthe-story-of-espionage-is-often-the-story-of-incompetence%2F
https://plus.google.com/share?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrimereads.com%2Fthe-story-of-espionage-is-often-the-story-of-incompetence%2F
https://crimereads.com/the-story-of-espionage-is-often-the-story-of-incompetence/
https://crimereads.com/tag/aldrich-ames/
https://crimereads.com/tag/bitter-lemon/
https://crimereads.com/tag/espionage/
https://crimereads.com/tag/how-to-betray-your-country/
https://crimereads.com/tag/james-wolff/
https://crimereads.com/tag/spy-fiction/
https://bookshop.org/a/238/9781913394516
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James Wolff 

James Wolff lives in London. He has been working for the British government for the last 10 years. 

This is his second novel in a planned trilogy about espionage in the Middle East. The first was the 

highly acclaimed "Beside the Syrian Sea." 

 

https://crimereads.com/the-story-of-espionage-is-often-the-story-of-incompetence/   

https://crimereads.com/author/jameswolff/
https://crimereads.com/the-story-of-espionage-is-often-the-story-of-incompetence/
https://crimereads.com/author/jameswolff/
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Laughter in the Time of Cholera 

By Vlad Solomon 

Political instability, popular unrest, and an impending pandemic? Welcome to France in the early 1830s. Vlad 

Solomon explores what made Parisiens laugh in a moment of crisis through the prism of a vaudeville play. 

PUBLISHED 

November 10, 2021 

 

Detail from Honoré Daumier's Croquis pris au théatre series, 1864 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#vlad-solomon
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k3059166v/f3.item
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The year 1832 in France still conjures up images of rebellion and barricades thanks to the enduring pathos of 

Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables. For the real-life Parisians, however, who inspired the novel’s iconic 

characters, it was not only a year of lost causes, bloody street battles, and political disillusionment. It was 

also, in the parlance of our times, a “pandemic year” during which thousands — more than 18,000 in Paris; 

100,000 across France1 — succumbed to a wave of cholera that had been causing havoc throughout Asia, 

Russia, and parts of East Central Europe since the 1820s. Although germ theory was still in its infancy at the 

time, people were quick to grasp the contagious nature of the disease and sought to speedily bury their dead as 

authorities scrambled desperately to meet the demands of an unprecedented public health crisis. A recent 

transplant to Paris, the German poet Heinrich Heine noted in a letter penned in mid-April 1832 — less than a 

month after the first recorded case of cholera in the French capital — the “disagreeable” sight of “great 

furniture wagons used for ‘moving’ now moving about as dead men’s omnibuses . . . going from house to 

house for fares and carrying them by dozens to the field of rest.”2 

Parisians had been vaguely aware of the advancing wave of choléra-morbus, as the disease was then known, 

since at least 1830, when papers began regularly reporting on outbreaks in the Russian Empire’s eastern 

provinces.3 By early 1831, news of the ravages caused by the pandemic in Poland and East Prussia was 

already circulating by word of mouth in the capital. Legitimists (ultra-conservative supporters of the exiled 

Bourbon dynasty) imagined rootless political radicals spreading the disease with the same ease that they 

proselytised the “dangerous classes”, while the Church foresaw in the potential upheaval an “opportunity to 

renew its ties with a population that had shown itself unfaithful to the Catholic religion and the Bourbon 

dynasty”.4 Medical authorities, meanwhile, were certain that “the topographical situation of France is so 

advantageous that there is little to fear in this country from choléra-morbus or any other pestilential 

epidemic”.5 

It is less certain what ordinary Parisians made of the alarming news, but those with money and time to spend 

on leisure turned to popular entertainment for comfort and comic relief. The early 1830s saw a spectacular 

resurgence of satire in France — the sort that could be both brilliant and crass, as the drawings of Honoré 

Daumier attest — but what is usually forgotten is that not all satire was printed for an exclusively reading 

public. Much was meant for the stage, particularly in 1831 when the July Monarchy’s promises of free speech 

did not yet ring entirely hollow.6 Only the previous year, French theatre had experienced one of the most 

tumultuous episodes in its venerable history with the so-called Battle of Hernani, a skirmish — at times quite 

physical — between the Romantic rebels congregated around Victor Hugo and the classicist fogeys who saw 

in Romanticism only the glorification of deformity and vulgarity.7 That was, however, the “serious” theatre of 

the Comédie Française which, generally speaking, only the educated bourgeoisie and aristocracy had any real 

interest in, as Hugo himself was forced to concede.8 A petit-bourgeois office clerk or shop assistant with no 

particular interest in the rarefied culture wars of the day — the sort that Balzac, and later Flaubert, caricatured 

without mercy — was much more likely to go for a one-act farce at one of Paris’ several vaudeville theatres. 

Since the days of the French Revolution, vaudeville, a form of light theatre with roots in medieval minstrelsy, 

had both reflected and challenged the social and political upheavals of the day in ways that government 

figures usually found objectionable. In 1807, Napoleon reduced the number of Parisian theatres to just eight 

and while the regimes that followed the fall of the Empire proved slightly less persecutory at first, they too 

eventually introduced strict censorship laws.9 As a result of this stifling atmosphere, vaudeville writers 

(known as vaudevillistes) only ever managed to skirt the political arena for most of the nineteenth century and 

rarely came close to embodying an actual political consciousness. One unintended effect of this self-

censorship was that vaudeville gradually increased both the scope and sharpness of its critique by refocusing 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn9
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its sights on society at large. If the folly of kings, emperors, prelates, and ministers could only be hinted at 

with a mischievous wink, the state of France itself (and Paris in particular) provided virtually unlimited fodder 

for the theatrical imagination. 

 

 

 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

127 

Coloured etching from 1832 by Johann Benedikt Wunder depicting “Cholera Prevention Man". The caption 

reads “A man barricades himself in with a panoply of protections against the cholera epidemic” — Source. 

 

Illustration of actors at the Théâtre des Variétés, 1846 — Source. 

As theatre historians have recently argued, the secret to vaudeville writers’ enduring success throughout the 

nineteenth century — a success that extended well beyond France10 — rested not on their literary talents, 

which were rarely substantial, but on their skill in employing “finely sketched . . . satirical portraits” to depict 

“the social and political idiosyncrasies” of their times.11 It was this skill in particular that enabled them to play 

a leading role in the “modern spectacular culture” that began taking shape in the Paris of the 1830s and 

40s.12 Vaudevillistes were, mutatis mutandis, the sitcom screenwriters of their age, serving up the sort of light 

yet topical satire that simultaneously lampooned and affirmed the “performative dimensions” of social 

interaction, status seeking, and personal identity.13 Think Fawlty Towers punctuated by brief musical 

interludes. 

Hundreds of vaudevilles inundated the stages of popular Parisian theatres throughout 1831, but one play 

stands out with its inventive use of emerging social panics as a springboard for an absurd yet trenchant 

critique of politics and culture. Entitled Les pilules dramatiques, ou le choléra-morbus (The dramatic pills, or 

the cholera), the play followed the time-honoured musical revue format in which a few humorous scenes are 

tied together by short comical songs. Its surreal and cleverly “meta” plot centres on personified versions of 

Paris’ most emblematic theatres as they check themselves into the sanatorium of a certain Dr Scarlatin, 

“médecin des théâtres” (theatre doctor), convinced they have contracted the cholera.14 Their condition, it 

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/gk2vgdd3/images?id=mphx2wax
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84029261/f16.item.zoom
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn14
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gradually becomes apparent, is not the result of any infection or indeed curable by any doctor’s pilules since it 

derives solely from ressentiment and insecurity. The vaudeville theatres feel overshadowed by exclusive 

establishments like the Paris Opera and want to “rise above” their present condition while the more 

respectable theatres fear the end of censorship and the increased competition it promised to bring about. 

Adding to the confusion of the plot, some theatres are represented, purely for comedic effect, by abstract 

concepts like Illusion or by exaggerated versions of controversial historical characters such as Jacques 

Dupont, a brutal officer of the early Bourbon Restoration who still embodied the worst excesses of 

monarchical reaction.15 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn15
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The cast of characters for Les pilules dramatique, ou le choléra-morbus with actors from the premiere at the 

Théatre des Nouveautés on February 11, 1831 — Source. 

A dubious bourgeois named simply Bourgeois, who is introduced as a capitaliste looking to exchange “the 

Stock Market backstage for that of the theatre world”, attempts to sell life insurance to Dr Scarlatin, but only 

ends up giving unsolicited advice to the theatres, urging them to stick to the tried and tested “honest comedy” 

of former times.16 Spectators would have detected, in this ostensibly innocent piece of advice, an ironic 

commentary on the process of embourgeoisement that vaudeville had been undergoing for some years thanks 

to the incredibly prolific and successful dramatist Eugène Scribe (1791–1861). Scribe, whom Hugo despised 

as the epitome of crass commercialism and whose reputation rapidly waned following his death in 1861, had 

almost single-handedly managed to revolutionise vaudeville in the 1820s by shearing it of its atavistic 

carnivalesque excesses and forcing it into a corset of respectability — something which typically amounted to 

simple plots and minimal minstrelsy. Despite his shady past and insipid comments, Bourgeois is the only 

character who manages to make any sense, illustrating the ease with which vaudeville writers could 

simultaneously satirise and flatter their largely middle- and lower-middle-class audiences. 

Doctor Scarlatin, whose name is tellingly reminiscent of a disease — scarlatine, French for scarlet fever — is 

naturally more than willing to offer his would-be patients medicine. The 1830s marked the dawn of a great 

age of réclame (advertisement) in France and spurious ads for all sorts of miracle drugs and vitality-restoring 

contraptions were becoming increasingly frequent in the popular press. “To cure all of your illusions, take my 

pills”, Scarlatin announces , but their effect is not the intended one.17 

http://théâtre-documentation.com/sites/default/files/field/image/Rochefort-De%20Leuven-De%20Villeneuve-Masson%20-%20Les%20pilules%20dramatique%20vo.pdf
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn17
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A coloured etching by Robert Cruikshank depicting a distressed cholera patient experimenting with various 

remedies, ca. 1832 — Source. 

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/fsfbejss/images?id=smq84quf
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Having taken the miracle cure, the theatres go predictably “mad” and descend into an ever more cacophonous 

airing of grievances. They are momentarily brought to order by Monsieur Jovial, a well-known vaudeville 

character of the day,18 who assumes the title of Attorney General and stages a mock trial for “these dangerous 

theatres”. Declaring himself a “good doctrinaire” — a mocking reference to the Restoration-era moderate 

royalists who found themselves in power under the July Monarchy — Jovial sentences the offenders to “keep 

quiet when it comes to kings . . . bourgeois . . . lovers . . . mothers . . . and the deceased” and to “refrain from 

ridiculing the multitude”.19 While censorship was relatively lax by Restoration-era standards, the genuinely 

free press enshrined in the Charter of 1830 — the July Monarchy’s founding document — remained 

stubbornly elusive. Periodicals were still subject to security deposits and stamp duty and publishers (along 

with authors, editors, and vendors) could still face prosecution for writings or drawings deemed overtly 

libellous of the king and his government.20 

The play’s stand-out scenes are undoubtedly the final two, during which the world itself abruptly comes to an 

end, pointing to the banalisation of an intense political disillusionment that was no longer the preserve of 

embittered republicans. Having just announced, “with pleasure”, that the world is about to be turned to ashes 

thanks to a comet set on a collision course with Earth, Dr Scarlatin joins the other characters in a jaunty danse 

macabre. More than an amusing plot twist, the comet too reflected the stuff of everyday life. Biela's Comet, 

first spotted in the 1770s and named after the German astronomer Wilhelm von Biela, who had demonstrated 

its periodicity in 1826, was widely rumoured at the time to return within a “worrying” distance of Earth in 

1832.21 Some even openly prayed that it would finally make a clean sweep of all “earthly tyrants”.22 

“The human race, starting tomorrow, will wake up in bed, quite dead!” the characters all sing, awaiting their 

own destruction while Monsieur Jovial excitedly proclaims “Oh! The machine is creaking!” In a time of 

cholera, the only remedy that can cure political anger (colère) and the social malaise of ressentiment — 

bringing peace to a society saturated with interminable conspiracies, rivalries, betrayals, and vendettas — is, it 

turns out, complete annihilation. Courtesans, bankers, rentiers, misers, and “old Crassuses” must all contend 

with the realization that all of their “cash will be turned to trash”.23 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn18
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn19
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn20
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn21
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn22
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn23
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A coloured etching, credited to “B. D.”, depicting Mercury dying from cholera, surrounded by ministers: a 

representation of the French economy’s poor health, ca. 1832 — Source. 

The show, however, always means to go on and, in a moment of proto-Dadaist absurdity, the comet itself is 

transformed into a character. This parodic version of the Final Judgement would likely not have passed 

muster with the censors earlier in the century (or after 1835, when censorship laws became much more 

stringent). The personified Comet — a flamboyant stand-in for all feared and imagined apocalypses, 

including the encroaching cholera — informs the other characters that no reprieve will be possible; everyone 

and everything must go and, in any case, “the end of the world is a rather curious spectacle that one can 

hardly be annoyed at having to witness at least once in life”.24 Not wishing to appear callous, however, the 

Comet demands its victims to elaborate on what anyone “down here” could possibly have to regret and, with 

this cue, the other characters break into one final song. Its lyrics neatly sum up the sources of national 

decadence as they would have been recognised by a theatre-going public of the 1830s: 

The press has everywhere thrown off its quest for truth [a jeté ses lumières] 

And by its torches the whole world is bedazzled 

Your fathers were all subject to abject ignorance 

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/p9wwz93z/images?id=fyb52hxj
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn24
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But you are all undone by an excess of knowledge 

All can be understood, all can be said, all is explained: 

All peoples, proud of having won their laws through struggle, 

Have used up every option, from monarchy to the republic, 

And rack their brains defining all their rights . . . 

You’ve seen your great men of the people 

Fight battles in the cause of freedom 

Only to then go begging for a sinecure [quêter des ministères] 

Like vagrants who search endlessly for alms. 

Your literature amounts to nothing now 

Having picked up all of romanticism’s errors, 

Its writings all reveal the face of Nature, 

Poor and decrepit, surrounded by great horrors. 

And if it’s love and its enchanted powers 

You now seek with regret to call to mind, 

Trembling with fear before your politicians, 

All love, alas! has flown away into the yonder. 

Deists have finally found refuge in your midst, 

And now, as if to prove their power and his own, 

God, whom the Saint-Simonians25 would see dethroned, 

Destroys the world and owes you nothing more. 

The Comet then turns to the audience and defiantly invites spectators to boo should they find the piece 

deserving of nothing else, “since the world is drawing to an end [anyway].” In fact, audiences loved it — “it is 

full of wit, honest malice . . . bitter criticism . . . and verve”, the critics announced26 — and it is easy to see 

why. Shady capitalists (a term which already carried strong connotations of unscrupulous speculation), out-of-

touch thespians, self-seeking politicians, shameless quacks, decadent art, godless cabals, and a press 

consumed with selling copy while pretending to enlighten — all are lampooned with unusual frankness to the 

toe-tapping music of popular tunes. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn25
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn26
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Engraving by Dorgez (Dorgès) of the Théâtre du Vaudeville, ca. 19th century — Source. 

If vaudeville’s preoccupation with imitation, competition, forgery, hypocrisy, and status consciousness 

appears slightly more politically charged than the brooding nostalgia of Romanticism, the navel-gazing of 

realism, or the austere moralizing of naturalism, it is, of course, not because vaudeville writers were any more 

perceptive or foresighted than their romantic, realist, or naturalist contemporaries. It is because vaudeville 

remained immanently focused on the “bourgeois” reality that more sophisticated and imaginative authors 

sought merely to excoriate, escape, or earnestly moralise on. As Alexandre Dumas fils noted in the preface to 

one of his vaudevillesque comedies, “We [playwrights] have nothing to invent, we have only to see, to feel 

and to restore, in a special form, that which all spectators must immediately recall having heard or seen 

without becoming aware of it until [they see it on stage].”27 

Vaudeville writers who lacked Eugène Scribe’s commercial genius and influence were typically paid a 

pittance for their efforts and often worked in teams in order to maximise productivity and secure the 

patronage of theatre directors by having them appear as co-authors. It is no surprise then that the author of Les 

https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/theatre-du-vaudeville-ndeg13#infos-principales
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn27
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pilules dramatiques, identified only as “M. le docteur Mesenthère” (Doctor Mesentery) on the title page, was 

in fact four authors: Michel Masson, Claude-Louis-Marie de Rochefort, Ferdinand de Villeneuve, and 

Adolphe de Leuven. They were all veteran vaudevillistes well-versed in the difficult art of pandering to 

popular taste. While it is tempting to see in their one-act farce merely an amusing distraction for a nerve-

racked public, beyond the surreal silliness and slapstick, the play’s vaguely “anti-system” message contained 

the inchoate essence of a pessimistic outlook that would mature later in the nineteenth century. 

 

Detail from Benjamin Roubaud's “The Grand March of Posterity” (1840). Here we see Eugène Scribe (left) 

leading a procession of vaudevillistes (right), including Michel Masson and Claude-Louis-Marie de Rochefort 

— Source. 

Although the relatively relaxed cultural atmosphere brought about by the July Monarchy did not survive for 

long, versions of the politically-charged motifs in Les pilules dramatiques found a home in many nineteenth-

century vaudevilles, even in times when censors were able to indulge their zeal (such as during the 

authoritarian Second Empire). More importantly, these same tried-and-tested motifs provided a key ingredient 

in a new kind of political journalism that emerged in France in the mid-to-late-nineteenth century; a brash, 

violently worded, decadence-obsessed opinion journalism epitomised in the 1880s by the writings of populist 

pamphleteers like Édouard Drumont and Henri Rochefort. The former was a failed vaudevilliste28 who turned 

to a lifetime of colère against imagined Jewish cabals, while the latter was none other than Claude-Louis-

Marie de Rochefort’s son and a successful vaudevilliste in his own right who used his theatrical reputation to 

launch a successful journalistic career in the mid-1860s.29 

Despite reports of “nine hundred dead each day” being common in mid-1832, many Parisian theatres 

remained open as the cholera pandemic raged and even after the death (also from cholera) of Prime Minister 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/pga.03474/
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn28
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn29
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Casimir Perier plunged the capital into political chaos.30 By early June the general disenchantment, which the 

authors of Les pilules dramatiques had made a literal song and dance about the previous year, exploded into a 

republican insurrection quickly and brutally suppressed by government troops and later immortalised in Les 

Misérables. “Few vaudevillistes”, noted Le Figaro a couple of weeks after the abortive revolt, “can escape the 

contagion of playing the opposition at the moment . . . such is the importance that is placed on a rhyme or a 

bit of wordplay [in the belief that they] can topple governments”.31 

Public Domain Works 

• Les pilules dramatiques, ou le choléra-morbus 

M. Le Docteur Mesenthère1831 

o Österreichische Nationalbibliothek 

TEXTS 

• Mémoire sur le choléra-morbus 

Dominique-Jean Larrey1831 

o Bibliothèque national de France 

TEXTS 

• L’Histoire par le théâtre, 1789-1851 

Théodore Muret1865 

o Bibliothèque national de France 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• Disease and Civilization: The Cholera in Paris, 1832 

By François DelaporteTranslated by Arthur Goldhammer 

Disease and Civilization explores the scientific and political ramifications of the great cholera epidemic of 

1832, showing how its course and its conceptualization were affected by the social power relations of the 

time. The epidemic which claimed the lives of 18,000 people in Paris alone, was a watershed in the history of 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn30
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera#fn31
http://digital.onb.ac.at/OnbViewer/viewer.faces?doc=ABO_%2BZ160880307
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k5421386c.texteImage
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k2043627
https://www.amazon.com/dp/026254055X/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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medicine. In France, it shook the complacency of a medical establishment that thought it had the means to 

prevent any onslaught and led to a revolution in the concept of public health. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• A History of the Barricade 

By Eric Hazan 

In the history of European revolutions, the barricade stands as a glorious emblem. Its symbolic importance 

arises principally from the barricades of Eric Hazan’s native Paris, where they were instrumental in the revolts 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/026254055X/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1784781258/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/026254055X/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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of the nineteenth century, helping to shape the political life of a continent. Hazan traces the many stages in the 

barricade’s evolution, from the Wars of Religion through to the Paris Commune, drawing on the work of 

thinkers throughout the periods examined to illustrate and bring to life the violent practicalities of 

revolutionary uprising. 

More Info and Buy 

 

Books link through to Amazon who will give us a small percentage of sale price (ca. 4.5%). Discover more 

recommended books in our dedicated PDR Recommends section of the site. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera When Your Parents Are Dying: Some 

of the Simplest, Most Difficult and Redemptive Life-Advice You’ll Ever Receive 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1784781258/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://publicdomainreview.org/shop/pdr-recommends
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/laughter-in-the-time-of-cholera
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1784781258/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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“Death makes human beings seem like very small containers that are packed so densely we can only be aware 

of a fraction of what’s inside us from moment to moment.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Your children are not your children. They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself,” Kahlil 

Gibran wrote in his poignant verse on parenting. And yet we are, each of us, someone’s child — 

physiologically or psychologically or both — and they sing themselves through us as we sing ourselves into 

our longing for life, whether we like the melody or not. 

Like a Zen koan, this fact becomes utterly discomposing when you begin thinking deeply about the 

fundamental, layered realities beneath the mundane, even banal factuality of the fact. Parents — the very 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/09/09/on-children-kahlil-gibran/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416578358/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

140 

notion of them. The notion that you — this immensely complex totality of sinew and selfhood, this portable 

universe shimmering with a million ideas and passions and little ways of being-in-the-world that make you 

you — began as a glimmer in someone else’s eye, a set of chemical reactions that became molecules that 

became cells in someone else’s body before they constellated into you. The notion that so many dimensions 

of your personhood, so many of the givens you take for granted in making sense of the world, were forged by 

someone other than yourself (and possibly other than the body that begot the cells that became you) — 

someone who occupies, in the cosmogony of you, this strange and staggering position of arbiter between the 

existence and nonexistence of the particular you that you are. 

 

Kinship by Maria Popova. (Available as a print.) 

The doubly discomposing experience of what happens when that arbiter crosses the threshold of their own 

nonexistence is what Mary Gaitskill addresses in her thoughtful, tender contribution to Take My Advice: 

https://society6.com/product/kinship6212122_print?curator=brainpicker
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416578358/braipick-20
https://society6.com/product/kinship6212122_print?curator=brainpicker
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Letters to the Next Generation from People Who Know a Thing or Two (public library) — the wondrous 

2002 anthology by artist and writer James L. Harmon, inspired by one of his own spiritual parents: Rilke and 

his timeless Letters to a Young Poet. 

Art by Ekua Holmes from The Stuff of Stars by Marion Dane Bauer. 

Gaitskill writes: 

My advice here is very specific and practicable. It is advice I wish someone had given me as forcefully as I’m 

about to give it now: When your parents are dying, you should go be with them. You should spend as much 

time as you can. This may seem obvious; you would be surprised how difficult it can be. It is less difficult if 

you have a good relationship with the parent or, even if you don’t, if you’re old enough to have lost friends 

and to have seriously considered your own death. Even so, it may be more difficult than you think. 

With the sensitive caveat that there exist people “to whom this general directive does not apply” and her 

advice is not meant as a rebuke to those people, Gaitskill addresses those of us raised by fallible parents who, 

in one way or another, failed dreadfully at the deepest task of parenting — unconditional love: 

If you’re a young person who has had a bad relationship with your parent, it’s a nightmare of anger, 

confusion, and guilt. Even if you hate them, you may still not want to believe it’s happening… Even if your 

parents have been abusive, physically or emotionally, they are part of you in a way that goes beyond 

personality or even character. Maybe “beyond” isn’t the right word. They are part of you in a way that runs 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416578358/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/take-my-advice-letters-to-the-next-generation-from-people-who-know-a-thing-or-two/oclc/49322746&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/29/rilke-letters-to-a-young-poet-macy-barrows/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/07/01/the-stuff-of-stars-bauer-holmes/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/07/01/the-stuff-of-stars-bauer-holmes/
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beneath the daily self. They have passed an essence to you. This essence may not be recognizable; your 

parents may have made its raw matter into something so different than what you have made of it that it seems 

you are nothing alike. That they have given you this essence may be no virtue of theirs — they may not even 

have chosen to do so. (It may not be biological either; all I say here I would say about adoptive as well as 

birth parents.) 

 

Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 English edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as 

a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/the-merriment-of-the-two-babes-that-crawl-over-the-grass-in-the-sun_framed-print?sku=s6-8967862p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-merriment-of-the-two-babes-that-crawl-over-the-grass-in-the-sun_framed-print?sku=s6-8967862p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-merriment-of-the-two-babes-that-crawl-over-the-grass-in-the-sun_framed-print?sku=s6-8967862p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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Art 

by Dorothy Lathrop, 1922. (Available as a print.) 

 

Being with a dying parent, Gaitskill notes, is a way of honoring the fact — so basic yet so incomprehensible a 

fact — that they will soon be gone, and with them will go your experience of being their child in the way you 

have known, a fundamental way in which you have known yourself. At the heart of this dual recognition is 

“the hard truth that we know nothing about who we are or what our lives mean.” She writes: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/09/dorothy-lathrop-down-adown-derry/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642729_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642729_print?curator=brainpicker


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 582  december  2021 

 

144 

Nothing makes this plainer than being in the presence of a dying person for any length of time. Death makes 

human beings seem like very small containers that are packed so densely we can only be aware of a fraction 

of what’s inside us from moment to moment. Being in the presence of death can break you open, disgorging 

feelings that are deeper and more powerful than anything you thought you knew. If you have had a loving, 

clear relationship with your parent, this experience probably won’t be quite as wrenching. There may in fact 

be moments of pure tenderness, even exaltation. But you might still have to watch your parent appear to 

break, mentally and physically, disintegrating into something you can no longer recognize. In some ways this 

is terrible — many people find it absolutely so. There is another side to it, though: In witnessing this seeming 

breakage, we are glimpsing the part of our parents that doesn’t translate in human terms, that which we know 

nothing about, and which the human container is too small to give shape to. 

Because any emotional experience we have when facing another is always an emotional experience we have 

within, and about, ourselves — especially if that other gave rise to this self — facing this supraknowable 

quality is facing the limits of our own self-knowledge. Gaitskill writes: 

 

Knowing your feelings is hard too because there’s so much emotion, it’s hard to tell which is truest. Part of 

you might want to leave right away; part of you might want to stay forever. That’s why I advised that you stay 

“for as long as you can.” What that means will vary with each person, with the needs of the parent and the 

other relations. A day might be enough, or it might take a whole month. If it’s a prolonged situation, it might 

be good to leave for a few days and come back. Those decisions are so personal they are beyond the scope of 

my advice — except my advice to pay close attention to yourself. If you feel, To hell with this, I’m getting 

out, don’t worry — there’s room for that. Maybe in fact you should leave. But before you do, be sure that 

voice is not shouting down a truer one. When your parents die, you will never see them again. You might 

think you understand that, but until it happens, you don’t. 

In a sentiment on the surface contradictory but in fact consonant with the deeper meaning of what artist 

Louise Bourgeois inscribed into her lifelong diary in her old age — “You are born alone. You die alone. The 

value of the space in between is trust and love.” — Gaitskill concludes: 

They say that you come into the world alone and that you leave alone too. But you aren’t born alone; your 

mother is with you, maybe your father too. Their presence may have been loving, it may have been demented, 

it may have been both. But they were with you. When they are dying, remember that. And go be with them. 

Complement this fragment of Take My Advice — which also includes novelist Richard Powers on the most 

important attitude you can take toward your life and philosopher Martha Nussbaum on how to honor your 

inner world — with Richard Dawkins on the luckiness of death, Marcus Aurelius on embracing mortality as 

the key to living fully, and Zen Hospice Project founder Frank Ostaseski on the five life-redeeming invitation 

to extend in facing death, then revisit this tender illustrated meditation on the cycle of life. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/11/when-your-parents-are-dying-mary-

gaitskill/?mc_cid=517a39d1a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/04/15/louise-bourgeois-solitude/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/04/15/louise-bourgeois-solitude/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416578358/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/09/12/richard-powers-advice/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/09/12/richard-powers-advice/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/10/12/martha-nussbaum-take-my-advice/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/10/12/martha-nussbaum-take-my-advice/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/25/richard-dawkins-death/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/05/20/marcus-aurelius-meditations-mortality-presence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/05/20/marcus-aurelius-meditations-mortality-presence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/10/09/the-five-invitations-frank-ostaseski/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/10/09/the-five-invitations-frank-ostaseski/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/05/03/and-so-it-goes-paloma-valdivia/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/11/when-your-parents-are-dying-mary-gaitskill/?mc_cid=517a39d1a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/11/when-your-parents-are-dying-mary-gaitskill/?mc_cid=517a39d1a1&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Inflation Is Good for You 

Don’t panic over milk prices. Inflation is bad for the 1 percent but helps out almost everyone else. 

 

Jon Schwarz 

November 10 2021, 2:25 p.m. 

BECOME A MEMBER 

 

As inflation is causing U.S. consumer prices to increase, people shop at an outdoor food market in Manhattan, 

N.Y., on Nov. 5, 2021. 

https://theintercept.com/staff/jonschwarz/
https://join.theintercept.com/donate/now/?originating_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fmail.google.com%2F&referrer_post_id=376731&referrer_url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheintercept.com%2F2021%2F11%2F10%2Finflation-economy-debt-milk-prices%2F%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3DThe%2520Intercept%2520Newsletter&source=web_intercept_20211025_article-share_no-comments
https://theintercept.com/staff/jonschwarz/
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Photo: Spencer Platt/Getty Images 

 

THE TOP STORY on the New York Times website this morning is about inflation, and it’s scary: “Inflation 

spiked in October, sinking Washington’s hopes that price gains would slow down.” 

The Washington Post led with a similar call for alarm: “Prices climbed 6.2 percent in October compared to 

last year, the largest increase in 30 years, as inflation strains economy.” 

Television, which follows the lead of the Times and the Post as surely as death follows life, will now produce 

many more peculiar segments like CNN’s botched portrayal of the impact of inflation on a large Texas family 

that buys huge quantities of milk. 

Whenever the corporate media moves en masse like this, it’s a good idea to slow down and consider what’s 

actually happening, and why. 

A panic about inflation usefully creates the conditions to weaken the power of working people. 

And what’s happening is this: The inflation freakout is all about class conflict. In fact, it may be the 

fundamental class conflict: that between creditors and debtors, a fight that’s been going on since the 

foundation of the United States. 

That’s because inflation is often good for most of us, but it’s terrible for the kinds of people who own 

corporate news outlets — or, say, founded coal firms. And a panic about inflation usefully creates the 

conditions to weaken the power of working people. 

Today’s stories were generated by the release of inflation numbers for October by the U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics. BLS found that prices for all goods rose 0.9 percent in the last month. In other words, on average, 

products that cost $10.00 in September now cost a terrifying $10.09. 

Also, overall prices are now 6.2 percent higher than they were a year ago. So something that cost $10.00 in 

October 2020 is now $10.62. 

You’ll notice here that both the Times and Post were misleading about this. The Post headline — “Prices 

climbed 6.2 percent in October compared to last year” — makes it sound like prices went up 6.2 percent in 

October, i.e., in one month. The Times similarly has a graph with a label saying prices went up “6.2 percent 

in October.” That truly would be a problem. Fortunately, that didn’t happen. 

 

So why has inflation seized the imagination of the corporate press? It’s simple. 

https://www.nytimes.com/live/2021/11/10/business/news-business-stock-market#consumer-price-inflation-october
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/11/10/cpi-inflation-october/
https://slate.com/business/2021/11/cnn-milk-inflation-gallons-stotler-family-wowzers.html
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/cpi.nr0.htm
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First, inflation lessens the real value of debt. In 2020, American households had around $14.5 trillion in debt 

from their mortgages, credit cards, student loans, and other sources. Inflation of 6.2 percent means that the 

real value of that $14.5 trillion is now just $13.65 trillion in last year’s dollars. 

In other words, the inflation over the past year has effectively transferred $850 billion in wealth from 

creditors to debtors. That’s a lot of money. 

Most people are a mixture of creditors (e.g., you have a bank account) and debtors (you have a mortgage and 

student loans). But overall, this $850 billion has generated a big check written by the tippy-top of the income 

scale to everyone else. And as you’d expect, the people at the tippy-top don’t like this. 

Second, inflation generally accompanies economic booms, when the unemployment rate is low and workers 

have the market power to demand higher pay. That’s what’s happening now: As prices increased 6.2 percent 

over the past year, wages for regular people went up 5.8 percent. In other words, inflation barely touched their 

purchasing power. And with almost 300 labor strikes in the U.S. so far this year, workers are leveraging their 

power to demand better compensation at historic rates. So while inflation can be a significant problem for 

workers if they don’t get it back in higher paychecks, that seems unlikely today. 

Moreover, the median American recently had about $65,000 in debt. And while inflation has reduced the real 

value of each dollar of wages — in other words, its worth relative to tangible things — it’s done the same to 

the real value of each dollar of debt. Workers who get raises will have more dollars to pay off the same dollar 

amount of debt. 

Put these two things together — lowered values for their assets and higher wages for workers — and you can 

understand why the rich people who run the U.S. absolutely detest inflation. 

However, there is one rock that can kill both these birds at the same time. The Federal Reserve can raise 

interest rates. This would slow the economy and increase the unemployment rate, lessening worker bargaining 

power. Less bargaining power would mean lower or nonexistent raises, which would eventually translate into 

lower inflation. 

That’s what all today’s inflation panic is ultimately aimed at: creating an economy with higher 

unemployment, lower growth, and more frightened workers. Whether America’s creditors can make this 

happen remains to be seen, but we shouldn’t have any illusions about what they’re trying to do. And we 

definitely shouldn’t help them do it. 

 

https://theintercept.com/2021/11/10/inflation-economy-debt-milk-

prices/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=The%20Intercept%20Newsletter 

  

https://www.newyorkfed.org/microeconomics/hhdc/background.html
https://www.epi.org/nominal-wage-tracker/
https://theintercept.com/2021/11/10/intercepted-strike-wave-labor-market/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm
https://theintercept.com/2021/11/10/inflation-economy-debt-milk-prices/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=The%20Intercept%20Newsletter
https://theintercept.com/2021/11/10/inflation-economy-debt-milk-prices/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=The%20Intercept%20Newsletter
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The red planet's small size complicates its habitability 

Mars' mass may explain its lack of water 

 
 

The red planet's small size complicates its habitability. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

October 13, 2021 

U.S. National Science Foundation-funded researchers at Washington University in St. Louis have formed a 

hypothesis about the absence of liquid water on the surface of Mars. The team's findings, published 

in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, suggest that Mars doesn't have enough mass to retain 

large amounts of water.  

Evidence indicates that at one time the surface of Mars was covered in water. Images taken by rovers on the 

Martian surface show flood channels and valleys, geological formations consistent with large amounts of 

water. But no liquid water remains on the planet's surface, and researchers have struggled to understand why. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303674&org=NSF
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1517541&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://source.wustl.edu/2021/09/mars-habitability-limited-by-its-small-size-isotope-study-suggests/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/118/39/e2101155118
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"Mars' fate was decided from the beginning," said Kun Wang, senior author of the study. "There is likely a 

threshold on the size requirements of rocky planets to retain enough water to enable habitability and plate 

tectonics, with mass exceeding that of Mars."  

This revelation will help astronomers understand more about the habitability of exoplanets -- planets outside 

the solar system -- and the relationship between a planet's size and whether it can sustain life. 

"This study emphasizes that there is a very limited size range for planets to have just enough but not too much 

water to develop a habitable surface environment," said co-author Klaus Mezger, a geochemist at the 

University of Bern. "These results will guide astronomers in their search for habitable exoplanets in other 

solar systems." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303674&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 

 

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov

