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Cerebral summit: Denis Healey (far left) and Roy Jenkins (right) flank Harold Wilson and West German Chancellor, Willi Brandt, London, 1971.



FROM THE EDITOR



Distributed by MarketForce 020 3787 9001 (UK & RoW) and Disticor 905 619 6565 (North America). History Today (ISSN No: 0018-2753, USPS No: 246-580) is published monthly by History Today Ltd, GBR and distributed in the USA by Asendia USA, 17B S Middlesex Ave, Monroe NJ 08831. Periodicals postage paid New Brunswick, NJ and additional mailing offices. Postmaster: send address changes to History Today, 701C Ashland Avenue, Folcroft PA 19032. Subscription records are maintained at History Today Ltd, 2nd Floor, 9/10 Staple Inn, London WC1V 7QH, UK.



EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD Dr Simon Adams University of Strathclyde Dr John Adamson Peterhouse, Cambridge Professor Richard Bessel University of York Professor Jeremy Black University of Exeter Lord Briggs Formerly Chancellor of the Open University Professor Paul Dukes University of Aberdeen Professor Martin Evans University of Sussex Juliet Gardiner Historian and author Tom Holland Historian and author Gordon Marsden MP for Blackpool South Dr Roger Mettam Queen Mary, University of London Professor Geoffrey Parker Ohio State University Professor Paul Preston London School of Economics Professor M.C. Ricklefs The Australian National University Professor Ulinka Rublack St John’s College, Cambridge Professor Nigel Saul Royal Holloway, University of London Dr David Starkey Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge Professor T.P. Wiseman University of Exeter Professor Chris Wrigley University of Nottingham All written material, unless otherwise stated, is the copyright of History Today



Total Average Net Circulation 18,556 Jan-Dec 2014



2 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



THE DEATH IN OCTOBER of the former Chancellor of the Exchequer, Denis Healey, at the age of 98 saw the final passing of a generation of Labour Party politicians, whose ideas were forged in the tumult of the Depression and the Second World War and were applied in the 1960s and 1970s, decades of post-imperial decline, but also a period when Britain punched well above its weight on the cultural front: the time of the Beatles and the Stones, of Swinging London, of kitchen-sink drama, Mary Quant and Biba. Indeed, as John Campbell’s recent biography of Roy Jenkins, A Well Rounded Life, makes clear, it was the culture of Britain rather than its economy that was changed most by that generation of reforming politicians, especially Jenkins when he was Home Secretary in Harold Wilson’s government: laws abolishing censorship and legalising homosexuality and abortion were passed and efforts were made to tackle racial discrimination. They did much to create today’s liberal, tolerant Britain. Jenkins, who wrote a number of acclaimed political biographies, famously had a ‘hinterland’, as did his fellow Cabinet member Anthony Crosland, a former Oxford don, and so, it was written repeatedly in his obituaries, did Healey. A gifted photographer, an accomplished poet and the author of a lucid, memorable autobiography, he adored opera and was a brilliant raconteur. All took an interest in history. All flaunted their intellectual gifts. Today’s politicians – and some are interested in high culture and, indeed, history – are advised not to flaunt their hinterland; it is considered elitist. Yet does an interest in culture, in history, make anyone wiser or even, as is sometimes implied, more moral? Some of the most successful democratic politicians have been branded philistines: Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan come to mind, and Tony Blair’s cultural interests appear to have been limited largely to him strumming an electric guitar. At the other extreme, we find the likes of the abominable architect of the Holocaust, Reynard Heydrich, who was a gifted classical violinist, and Joseph Stalin, who took great interest in the works of the composers Shostakovich and Prokofiev, who were all but broken by his attention. No: history tells us that too much is made of the ‘improving’ qualities of culture. It is interesting and that is claim enough.



Paul Lay
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the seventh century bc. Damage has also been inflicted on a row of carved ibexes on the outside of its temple wall, some of which has fallen down, and its pillars, which have been hit by shrapnel. All these structures had withstood the centuries, but rockets destroy in seconds what nearly three millennia could not. Even if restoration can save the tower from collapsing – which at this moment is far from certain, since air strikes are ongoing – irreparable damage has been done. Some scholars have claimed that Sirwah was Saba’s first capital before it was moved to Marib, though Iris



The Sabaean kingdom existed from 1000 bc to ad 290 as the main power in the south of the Arabian peninsula



Yemen’s Endangered Treasures



The current conflict in southern Arabia is threatening one of the most remarkable sites of the region’s pre-Islamic civilisations. Sarah Rijziger FOR THE PAST six months a devastating war has been fought in Yemen between Houthi rebel fighters, who control the southern Arabian state’s capital, Sana’a, and are allegedly backed by Iran, and the forces of Yemen’s neighbour, Saudi Arabia. Daily Saudi air strikes do not differentiate between military, civilian or archaeological targets and they have caused severe damage to the ancient Sabaean city of Sirwah, situated between the Yemeni highlands to the west and the vast empty quarter to the east. The ruins of Sirwah are just as impressive as those of the more



Still standing: the pillars of Sirwah’s temple.



accessible and celebrated Sabaean city of Marib, just 30 miles to the east. The kingdom of Saba (biblical Sheba) existed from approximately 1000 bc to ad 290, first as the main power in the south of the Arabian Peninsula and later in constant conflict with other emerging south Arabian kingdoms. The Sabaeans have left us a wealth of architectural wonders, including the Great Dam of Marib, built in the eighth to seventh century bc and one of the most extraordinary architectural projects of the ancient world, and numerous temples. There is especial concern about Sirwah’s main tower, which has been hit hardest by the explosions, and a now cracked inscription dating back to



Gerlach of the German Archaeological Institute (DAI), who has conducted excavations on the site since 2001, has concluded that Sirwah was never Saba’s capital. It was, however, a major trading post on the incense route that connected Arabia and East Africa, the second-largest Sabaean settlement and its pre-eminent religious centre. The main temple in Sirwah was dedicated to the Sabaean god Almaqah, whose epithet in Sirwah was ‘Ba’al Awa’el’, or ‘master of the ibexes’, which explains the numbers of carved ibex heads found on the site. It has often been suggested that the ibex represented the god Almaqah himself; however, since he is called their master, this is unlikely to be the case. The temple was entered through a portico consisting of six pillars, over the centuries inscribed by several leading figures; its sanctuary was in use until the end of the third century ad. The floor of this sanctuary was NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 3
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paved with huge stone slabs – smooth, white and still in place. In the middle stood – and stand – the two longest and most important Sabaean inscriptions so far found in Yemen. First is a huge inscription (the so-called ‘Naqsh an-Nasr’ or ‘Inscription of Victory’) left behind by Karib ‘il Watar bin Dhamar Ali, a mukarrib (ruler) of Saba, in 685 bc. It tells us a great deal about extensive building and repair activity on the sophisticated irrigation system in the oasis of Marib. The inscription also refers to numer-



Some scholars have claimed that Sirwah was Saba’s first capital before it was moved east to Marib ous wars fought by the Sabaean army. For example, Karib ‘il Watar’s soldiers invaded the rival kingdom of Awsan, where they killed 16,000 people and took 40,000 prisoners-of-war. Some of the places referred to still bear the same place names. The Austrian Arabist Eduard Glaser discovered the inscription in 1888 when he was surveying the region’s ancient sites. Glaser’s assistant spent days copying it down and his 55 pages of notes are now in the Academy of Sciences in Vienna. It is good that he did so because, a century on, the stone bearing the text was used as the wall of a goat shed by civilians living among the ruins and parts of it are now illegible. The second inscription, from Karib ‘il Watar’s predecessor, Yitha’amar Watar bin Yakrub Malik, dating from around 715 bc, was unearthed in 2005. It was Yada’il Dharih who built Sirwah’s high oval-sized temple walls on which can be read: ‘Yada’il Dharih, son of Samah Ali, mukarrib of Saba, built the surrounding wall of the temple of Almaqah’. He was the same Sabaean ruler who built at least part of the wall surrounding the Awwam Temple in Marib in the middle of the seventh century bc. The temple in Sirwah may be much older than that; after all, Yada’il Dharih did not state that he built the temple itself, but only that he walled its sanctuary. The fact that the two monumental inscriptions are 4 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



older than the surrounding wall also demonstrates the antiquity of the temple site. For some reason, the temple is commonly referred to by locals as ‘Qasr Bilquis’ (Bilquis’ castle). Bilquis is the name given by the Arabs to the biblical and quranic Queen of Sheba, who visited Solomon in Jerusalem, accompanied by camel-loads of incense and myrrh, in which the kingdom traded. According to scholars, this probably took place around 950 bc. The origins of the name Bilquis remain a mystery. It has not yet been found on any of the thousands of Sabaean inscriptions known to archaeologists. Altars and banquet areas have also been found on the temple site, as well as bone deposits of sacrificial animals and hundreds of votive offerings. In the wall surrounding the temple, which was part of the city wall at the same time, its tower was well-preserved – until recently, at least. Sirwah was deserted after the Sabaean kingdom ceased to exist around 290 ad after being defeated by the Himyarites, a powerful semitic tribe from the south, which united the whole of ancient Yemen under their rule towards the end of the fourth century ad, just as the Sabaean Karib ‘il Watar had done centuries before. Never has Sirwah been so endangered as it is now. Sarah Rijziger is a historian of pre-Islamic Yemen based in Sana’a.



Alternative Histories by Rob Murray



Historians and the Freedom of Information Act The British government should be more open in its dealings with researchers. Andrew Lownie DOCUMENTS ARE THE lifeblood of historians. They provide the bricks to build our picture of the past. Nowhere is this more true than intelligence history, where those involved in events are either dead, left no account or are unable to talk about their work because of the Official Secrets Act. Intelligence historians rely more than most on declassified files from the intelligence agencies, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), Cabinet Office and other government departments. The documentation may only reflect what officials knew or thought at the time – often wrong – but it gives the official mind and it is often the only information available. I have just finished researching a life of the Cambridge spy Guy Burgess, but information on his career is scant. Though there are dozens of files on his two years in the Far East Department, 1948-50, available with copies of his minutes responding to the Chinese Civil War and the British recognition of Red China, I found little else. There was nothing on his time in the Information Research Department, a secret unit set up at the beginning of 1948 to counter Russian propaganda and which he betrayed months after it was set up, nor on his time in the News Department, in the private office of Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin’s deputy Hector McNeil nor the British Embassy in Washington. There is, however, one file censoring an article in 1977 by Denis Greenhill, a Permanent Under-Secretary at the FCO, about his former colleague Burgess. The files are not available to the researcher even though they are over 60 years old and Burgess has been dead for over 50 years. By comparison all his BBC records are open and



HISTORYMATTERS



many available online. My discovery of a hitherto unknown spy linked to the Cambridge Spy Ring, Wilfrid Mann, came not from official documentation – all requests for disclosure were refused – but from the unpublished memoir of Sir Patrick Reilly, then FCO UnderSecretary in charge of intelligence, in Oxford’s Bodleian Library. Making government records publicly available is an essential part of any democracy and we are supposed to have a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). Under the Public Records Act it is also the law that all public records must be deposited in the National Archives after 20 years, unless a specific ‘instrument’ grants exemption. It is regularly ignored by government departments. The declassification system should be simple. FOIA requests are made direct to the government department which has withheld the documents and the department must respond within 20 working days. If the department refuses to release material, researchers can then request an internal review and if that supports the initial decision – almost invariably the case because it is the government’s own department’s review – then the researcher can take the matter up with the Information Commissioner’s Office. From my own experience this has not yielded results. FCO requests are processed by the Orwellian-sounding Knowledge Management Department. In the last nine months they have processed a dozen requests before deciding, without any discussion as required by law, to limit me to one FOIA request at a time. No new request has been processed since March. The FCO has form here. A few years ago it was revealed that the FCO had some 600,000 files – some accounts say double that – going back to the mid-19th century held at their high security facility, Hanslope Park, which they share with MI5 and MI6. The files only came to light during a court case involving compensation for Mau Mau internees and only reluctantly did the FCO admit to their existence. There is now a programme of releasing the documents but it is slow. Based on the time it has taken to declassify 20,000 colonial files, it is estimated it



Xxxxxxxxxxxx.



The files are not available to the researcher even though they are over 60 years old and Burgess has been dead for over 50 years



Double agent: Guy Burgess in Moscow, April 1962.



will take 75 years to clear up the Special Collections. Certainly I have found Whitehall has many techniques to frustrate the Intelligence historian. For data protection purposes evidence is required that a person is dead. Website evidence, even from authoritative sources such as newspaper obituaries, is not allowed. Instead one is told to produce birth or death certificates, even for people born over 100 years ago. Even though the espionage activities of Burgess and his merry men might be of public interest, this can be overridden



by data protection. Until recently I could not look at Treasury files relating to Burgess’ payments in Moscow because the files also related to Donald Maclean, whose wife was still alive, although she had not seen her husband for almost 40 years. George Blake’s activities as a spy are protected under the Data Protection Act, even though he is an escaped convict who has written his memoirs and appeared in television documentaries. This culture of cronyism needs to go. Either archives are secret or they should be made available to everyone. I discovered, for example, after being told it was not ‘physically possible’ to look at Burgess’ files, due to be released in October, that a BBC radio programme had been given unfettered access for several months at the beginning of the year. Tame journalists are often tipped off about document releases well in advance of the media in general and Records Days at the National Archives tend to be by invitation only. There also needs to be more openness about exactly what is going on and better communication about release dates. We still do not know how many of the files from the Special Collections will be released within the next six years though some details of the FCO’s plans were outlined at the National Archives in November 2013 at a private meeting. Richard Drayton, a professor at King’s College, London, notes that ‘the FCO has so far released an inventory of such opacity that the public has only the slightest chance of identifying what is of “greatest interest”.’ The balance between accountability, transparency and open government and protecting national security is a difficult one to strike. Once records are released the genie is out of the bottle but it is hard to argue that records, which in many cases are over 60 years old and where the officials involved are dead, should not be released. If our history is to be written accurately, we will have to have all the records made available – not just those a government department believes we should have.



Andrew Lownie is the author of Stalin’s Englishman: The Lives of Guy Burgess (Hodder & Stoughton, 2015). NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 5
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Nicholas Henshall



Inspirational schoolmaster who became a leading scholar of 18th-century Europe. David Armitage GREAT TEACHERS never die: they endure in the lives they change. Nicholas Henshall, who lost a long struggle with cancer on September 16th, shaped countless pupils in three decades as a history master at Stockport Grammar School. In retirement, he reached even wider audiences by writing and lecturing on his passion, the culture and politics of 18th-century Europe. Nick was the kind of committed, charismatic, contrarian teacher everyone should have. As a ten-year-old, I had no idea how lucky I was. Indeed, I found Nick’s energy and eloquence more than a little frightening and certainly hard to take in: his report on my first year briskly noted: ‘He works sensibly and carefully but is not very enterprising.’ That might have been enough to put anyone off history and to avoid ‘Mr Henshall’ ever after. I stubbornly stuck with it and returned to his classroom for my A-Level. By then, I had a much better idea of Nick’s talents. Thirty years of friendship confirmed what an inspiration he was: resolute in discussion, endlessly curious and emphatically engaged until the cancer and the treatments that kept it at bay together took their toll. 6 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Charismatic contrarian: Nicholas Henshall (left) at the History Today awards party, 2013.



Born in Rugeley, Staffordshire, in 1944, Nick moved with his parents to Stockport and became a pupil at the school where he would later teach. He read History at Cambridge (he took a First) and remained as attached to his old college, Emmanuel, as he was to the Tudor century he studied with Geoffrey Elton. That must have been a memorable encounter – the irascible meeting the implacable – and it left Nick with an exhaustive knowledge of the Tudors but the urge to do research on a completely different period. He began a PhD on the possibility of revolution in late 18th-century Britain, yet gave it up after spending too long reeling microfilm in the bowels of Manchester University library (or so he said). For the rest of his career, his head was with the Tudors and his heart was in the Enlightenment. The Age of Reformation and the Age of Reason remained the twin poles of his teaching, but the 18th century was the source of his tastes and convictions. Nick prepared all his classes, from the ascent of Henry VII to the downfall of Louis XVI, with a rigour that may have been lost on many of his pupils and a vigour none of them forgot. His notes – on fragrant purple cyclostyled sheets – were miracles of organisation and compression, larding apt quotations into beautifully structured summaries of the latest scholarship on economic, political, diplomatic and cultural history. (Social history came some way behind; his was a history from above.) Hours before an exam, he could hand out copies of a new article on the Marian Privy Council and point to what we needed for our essays. Nick’s talents were more inspiring and less intimidating the longer you benefited from his teaching. The effort he expended on his pupils, inside and beyond the classroom, was all-consuming but must have had a cost. He retired very early in 1997 to pursue history in other fashions but with undimmed passion. He had already published one major synthetic work, The Myth of Absolutism: Change and Continuity in Early Modern Monarchy (1992), which spanned from Britain to Russia between the 15th and the 19th centuries. He was touchingly proud that his provocations stirred debate and that the book’s pan-European sweep earned it translations into German, Italian and Russian:



a rare accolade for any historian but surely unique for a retired schoolteacher. He held a Schoolmaster Fellowship at St John’s College, Cambridge while writing it and later became a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society in recognition of his contributions to early modern history. In retirement, Nick painstakingly, and somewhat painfully, wrote a sequel to his first book. The Zenith of European Monarchy and its Elites: The Politics of Culture, 1650–1750 (2010) showcased his ever-expanding erudition and distilled generations of scholarship on the cultural politics of power and the political power of culture in a pivotal period. He also taught occasionally at the University of Manchester, wrote for History Today and edited History Review, its sibling magazine aimed at sixth-formers. The highlight of his social calendar was the annual History Today awards party. Nick taught you how to think by showing you how to write. Grab the reader’s attention. Keep sentences punchy. Avoid cliches like the plague (but never miss a good metaphor). Make every paragraph a miniature essay. And say what you mean, even if you don’t always mean what you say. In short, he passed on the classical arts of rhetoric – after all, he taught at a 15th-century grammar school – combined with the Augustan virtues of Pope and Johnson, liberally laced with caustic Humean scepticism and the wit of his great intellectual hero, Voltaire. If I can turn a proper sentence, it is thanks to Nick. If I can make a halfway decent argument or hold my own in debate, that’s his doing, too, not least because our politics diverged and conversations became more hammer-andtongs over time. My lasting interests in early modern politics and culture are also his fault (or his achievement, given the rough material he had to work with). Nick made me a historian and showed me why history matters. He introduced me to Mozart’s operas, Fielding’s novels and the palace of Sanssouci – great gifts from a great teacher and a lifelong friend. His loss is incalculable, but then so is his legacy.



David Armitage is Lloyd C. Blankfein Professor of History and Chair of the Department of History, Harvard University.
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A Radical Approach to Anachronisms One 19th-century MP shared the same frustrations with parliamentary procedures as the new leader of the Labour party. David Nash THE TRADITION of kneeling before the monarch as part of the process of induction to Britain’s Privy Council reminds us of historical moments where apparent anachronisms of procedure carry important messages. Way back in the 1880s the atheist and radical MP Charles Bradlaugh attempted to make the same argument about the religious nature of the parliamentary oath as the new leader of the Labour Party, Jeremy Corbyn. Bradlaugh was a radical firebrand who had once supported the First International when it had met in London and who was unexpectedly elected on an overwhelming mandate from his constituency. A staunch, if constitutional republican, Bradlaugh had been accused of plotting to burn down London. While these accusations were damning, it was his atheism that led him to lock horns with the British Establishment and the arcane remnants of its governmental procedures. Bradlaugh sought the rights of citizenship for all unbelievers and hoped, when elected to Parliament, to enact the change to allow atheists to serve the country as freely as Christians. This quest became a reality when he was introduced to the radical voters of Northampton and eventually elected as their second member in 1880. Bradlaugh, after pointing out that he was unable to take a religious oath, sought to affirm, as exempt groups were allowed to in court and Parliament. When Bradlaugh requested to do so he was questioned by the Serjeant-atArms as to whether he was a Jew, a Quaker or a Moravian – the religious groups for whom exemption from swearing religious oaths had been accepted as a matter of conscience. When he replied in the negative he was then turned away having failed to fulfill any of the criteria under which oaths or affirmations allowed individual MPs to enter Parliament. His request to then go back and take the oath



instead was also stymied by procedure because he had already refused it and Parliament’s officers in charge of such situations, with some justification, believed it was impossible to backtrack and take an oath you had already refused. This was a considerable mess that left the government deeply uncomfortable and Bradlaugh (and importantly his constituents) out in the cold. Like Corbyn, throughout his struggles Bradlaugh never forgot his duty and loyalty to the considerable constituency who had elected him and he believed were counting on results from his radical stance and message. In Bradlaugh’s case they were to be sorely tried as his frequent attempts to present himself at the bar of the House of Commons to take either



Forcibly removed: Bradlaugh satirised in Punch, 1880.



Petty barriers could become large and significant ones – unless an individual took some kind of stand



the oath or make an affirmation were persistently rebuffed. He was expelled, and indeed forcibly removed, from the House, which resulted in a celebrated Punch cartoon. He was also, on one other memorable occasion, imprisoned overnight in the clock tower of the House of Commons for showing contempt for the House and its procedures. All this degenerated into a damaging game of cat and mouse, with Bradlaugh regularly reselected to seek a mandate from his constituency (no less than four times) and finding himself with a seat he could not take until Parliament changed its attitudes and procedures. The affair was further complicated by an extreme group of the Tory opposition (known as the Fourth Party) who used Bradlaugh and what he represented as a convenient stick with which to beat Gladstone and the governing Liberal Party, who had a member they could not use or allow to take his seat. The ruling rapidly began to look an anachronism in a society that was supposed to be tolerant and pragmatic; liberal virtues that the government stood for. Eventually Bradlaugh was allowed to take the oath in 1886. Nonetheless some who had supported him in his darkest days felt betrayed. Why was he prepared to take a religious oath, the very thing he had stood against, the cause for which he had marshalled the indignant rage of progressive England behind him? The answer was simple and subtle. Bradlaugh was trying to demonstrate that the oath was merely a formality and it did not matter what individuals actually believed. Many before him, some sitting on the benches staring down at the spectacle he provided, themselves had beliefs that were unorthodox, to say the least. As they paid no heed to this, neither should Bradlaugh. A small insignificance had been made to be a large issue upon which hung radical and political reputations. Yet by denouncing its anachronism and the need for change, and indeed its very smallness, it showed that petty barriers could become large and significant ones – unless an individual took some kind of stand however well or badly it was received.



David Nash is Professor in History at Oxford Brookes University. NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 7
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By Richard Cavendish



NOVEMBER 14th 565



Justinian I dies in Constantinople LONG BEFORE Justinian’s time barbarian invasions had effectively destroyed the Roman Empire in the West, but he tried his best to restore it. He was born in about 482 in the Balkans, to a peasant family in what centuries later would be Serbia. He may have been the last Roman emperor whose native language was Latin, though it was of a rustic, uncouth sort. Highly intelligent, determined and strong-minded, he was hugely ambitious and, fortunately for him, his mother was the younger sister of a leading military figure in Constantinople called Justin, who became commander of the imperial guard. Even more fortunately, Justin had no children. Justinian went to Constantinople to join his uncle and was given an excellent education. It did not improve his Latin and he always spoke Greek with the wrong kind of accent, but Justin quickly came to value his nephew’s intelligence, efficiency and loyalty. In 518 Justin used his position along with plenty of money to become emperor. Justinian was now his ageing uncle’s most trusted aide. According to some writers he was the power behind the throne. In 527, at any rate, Justin made him co-emperor with the title of Augustus and when Justin died that year Justinian, now aged about 45, became sole emperor. By that time he had married the love of his life, an alluring stage entertainer and courtesan who now became the Empress Theodora and would be a major influence on him until she died, riddled with disease, in 548. She and Justinian had no children and he did not marry again. In Justinian’s early years as emperor the Byzantine army was busy fighting the Persians, but by giving the Persian ruler a substantial bribe in gold Justinian was able to conclude a ‘treaty of eternal peace’ with him in 532. It did not last 8 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Last of the Latins: a sixth-century fresco of Justinian, San Vitale, Ravenna.



long, but it allowed him to turn his attention and that of his most formidable general, Belisarius, to the West. They started with the Vandal kingdom in North Africa. A fleet of warships and vessels carrying troops left Constantinople in 533 and in a little under a year northern Africa was restored to the Byzantine empire, along with Sardinia, Corsica and the Balearic Islands. Italy had been long dominated by the Ostrogoths. Theodoric the Great, who had died childless in 526, had been theoretically a Byzantine functionary, but in reality he was an independent ruler. His death had set off fierce quarrels among the Ostrogoths and in 535 Justinian sent Belisarius to invade Sicily. He went on to take Naples and Rome and in 540 he entered Ravenna, the Ostrogoths’ capital. They were far from subdued, however, and it was not until the 550s, after years of fighting, that the Byzantines achieved a degree of control that



would last until after Justinian’s death. Meanwhile there had been constant fighting between the Byzantines and barbarian invaders in the Balkans. Justinian did no fighting himself. From Constantinople he instituted a reform of the legal system and presided over a highly influential codification of Roman law. Besides promoting trade and industry, he carried out a massive building programme in the empire, extending to churches and monasteries, orphanages, fortifications, bridges and aqueducts. He also encouraged literature and the arts and did his best to stamp out paganism and steer Christianity through a chaotic profusion of heresies. The fact that Justinian was childless and self-protectively took care not to name a successor became important in his last years, when his nephew Justin came to the fore as an adviser. Justin was married to Theodora’s niece Sophia and he was on close terms with Tiberius, the commander of the imperial guard, which he would use to his advantage. Justinian was about 83 when he died at night in the imperial palace. The only other person in the room was an elderly aristocrat called Callinichus, who went to tell Justin and Sophia. There were several senators with them. Callinichus told them, truthfully or maybe not, that before Justinian expired he had named Justin as his successor. Justin and Sophia now led a party to the imperial palace, where they were greeted in friendly fashion by Tiberius and the imperial guard as the birds were singing in the dawn and Justin was crowned by the patriarch of Constantinople, another of his close contacts, to the acclamations of all present. The succession of events has a distinctly pre-arranged air about it. Justinian’s body was carried in procession in his sarcophagus past watching crowds to be buried in his mausoleum in the church of the Holy Apostles. It was discovered there, when the fourth crusade entered Constantinople in 1204, and the crusaders looted it.



NOVEMBER 9th 1815



Stephenson, then still a colliery engineer in Northumberland, turned to the problem and invented a lamp he demonstrated to colleagues in October 1815, but the Society had meanwhile approached Sir Humphry Davy and, rightly or wrongly, the credit for the first effective miners’ safety lamp was mainly given to him. Davy was a Cornishman, born in obscurity in Penzance in 1778, who moved to London in 1801 and became a star of the Royal Society. A genius in the fields of chemistry and electricity, he made many discoveries and



has been called the Isaac Newton of chemistry. He could explain scientific matters to the scientifically illiterate, his lectures drew crowds and he was knighted in 1812. The Accident Prevention Society got in touch with him in August 1815. With Michael Faraday as his assistant, Davy began experimenting on firedamp and by the end of October 1815 he had a lamp with narrow metal ventilating tubes that prevented the candle flame setting off an explosion. He presented a paper describing it to the Royal Society on November 9th, to the fury of Stephenson, who accused Davy of stealing the idea from him, which Davy fiercely denied. Davy honourably refused to patent his lamp. Both the Davy lamp and Stephenson’s ‘Geordie’ lamp were used in collieries and the number of explosions fell. Davy was rewarded with a baronetcy in 1818 and was president of the Royal Society from 1820 to 1827, but his health declined and he retired to Italy in 1829, settling in Rome, describing himself as ‘a ruin among ruins’. He was 50 when he died in a hotel on a trip to Geneva that year.



on the ice and food was cooked. Shops and restaurants opened in canvas tents. Souvenirs were on sale in printers’ shops. A ‘street’ of booths ran across from Temple Stairs to the south bank, crossed by another, and according to a contem-



porary account ‘a great cook’s shop was erected’ and gentlemen went to dine there as frequently as at any ordinary establishment. Two big oxen were roasted whole at one point in January. There was plenty to drink, as taverns along either bank of the river opened their own booths on the ice and in the evenings sex was readily on sale. The Prince of Wales and the Duke of Marlborough with an escort of noblemen crossed from Whitehall Palace to Lambeth and back again. Four young men decided to walk up the middle of the river as far they could get and none of them were ever heard of again, though whether it was the river or the cold that killed them nobody knew. A factor in all this was the old London Bridge, whose 19 narrow arches and their breakwaters slowed the stream down. The new bridge, which opened in 1831, had only five arches and helped bring the freezing of the Thames to an end. The last frost fair was in 1814.



Davy’s lamp described MINING WAS always a dangerous occupation and for centuries it was made worse because miners carried open candles, sometimes poked ahead on a long pole, to see their way through the tunnels and workings far below ground. This caused explosions of methane and other gases that miners called ‘firedamp’. In May 1812 at the Felling Colliery near Gateshead in County Durham 92 men and boys burned to death or suffocated in a particularly appalling disaster that spurred efforts to improve safety. William Reid Clanny, an Irish doctor in practice near Sunderland, came up with a clumsy device in which the candle was inside a glass container. It was described in a paper read to the Royal Society in London in May 1813 and the following October saw the foundation of the Society for Preventing Accidents in Coal Mines. The future railway pioneer George



Safety baron: Humphry Davy, engraving from a portrait by T. Lawrence, 1807.



NOVEMBER 24th 1715



A fair on the frozen Thames



FROM THE 1550s to the early 1800s, during a period known as the Little Ice Age, the River Thames in London occasionally froze solid for so long, sometimes for weeks or months, that fairs were held on it and people wrapped up warmly and flocked to them. The one that began that winter in 1715 lasted for almost three months and had all the usual features. People played skittles, enjoyed street entertainers and watched bulls being baited. They strolled happily about on the ice or were pulled along on sledges or boats by Thames watermen who were temporarily out of work and needed a fee. Bonfires were lit



On thin ice: the frost fair on the Thames, 1715-6.
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MonthsPast



NOVEMBER



By Richard Cavendish



NOVEMBER 14th 565



Justinian I dies in Constantinople LONG BEFORE Justinian’s time barbarian invasions had effectively destroyed the Roman Empire in the West, but he tried his best to restore it. He was born in about 482 in the Balkans, to a peasant family in what centuries later would be Serbia. He may have been the last Roman emperor whose native language was Latin, though it was of a rustic, uncouth sort. Highly intelligent, determined and strong-minded, he was hugely ambitious and, fortunately for him, his mother was the younger sister of a leading military figure in Constantinople called Justin, who became commander of the imperial guard. Even more fortunately, Justin had no children. Justinian went to Constantinople to join his uncle and was given an excellent education. It did not improve his Latin and he always spoke Greek with the wrong kind of accent, but Justin quickly came to value his nephew’s intelligence, efficiency and loyalty. In 518 Justin used his position along with plenty of money to become emperor. Justinian was now his ageing uncle’s most trusted aide. According to some writers he was the power behind the throne. In 527, at any rate, Justin made him co-emperor with the title of Augustus and when Justin died that year Justinian, now aged about 45, became sole emperor. By that time he had married the love of his life, an alluring stage entertainer and courtesan who now became the Empress Theodora and would be a major influence on him until she died, riddled with disease, in 548. She and Justinian had no children and he did not marry again. In Justinian’s early years as emperor the Byzantine army was busy fighting the Persians, but by giving the Persian ruler a substantial bribe in gold Justinian was able to conclude a ‘treaty of eternal peace’ with him in 532. It did not last 8 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Last of the Latins: a sixth-century fresco of Justinian, San Vitale, Ravenna.



long, but it allowed him to turn his attention and that of his most formidable general, Belisarius, to the West. They started with the Vandal kingdom in North Africa. A fleet of warships and vessels carrying troops left Constantinople in 533 and in a little under a year northern Africa was restored to the Byzantine empire, along with Sardinia, Corsica and the Balearic Islands. Italy had been long dominated by the Ostrogoths. Theodoric the Great, who had died childless in 526, had been theoretically a Byzantine functionary, but in reality he was an independent ruler. His death had set off fierce quarrels among the Ostrogoths and in 535 Justinian sent Belisarius to invade Sicily. He went on to take Naples and Rome and in 540 he entered Ravenna, the Ostrogoths’ capital. They were far from subdued, however, and it was not until the 550s, after years of fighting, that the Byzantines achieved a degree of control that



would last until after Justinian’s death. Meanwhile there had been constant fighting between the Byzantines and barbarian invaders in the Balkans. Justinian did no fighting himself. From Constantinople he instituted a reform of the legal system and presided over a highly influential codification of Roman law. Besides promoting trade and industry, he carried out a massive building programme in the empire, extending to churches and monasteries, orphanages, fortifications, bridges and aqueducts. He also encouraged literature and the arts and did his best to stamp out paganism and steer Christianity through a chaotic profusion of heresies. The fact that Justinian was childless and self-protectively took care not to name a successor became important in his last years, when his nephew Justin came to the fore as an adviser. Justin was married to Theodora’s niece Sophia and he was on close terms with Tiberius, the commander of the imperial guard, which he would use to his advantage. Justinian was about 83 when he died at night in the imperial palace. The only other person in the room was an elderly aristocrat called Callinichus, who went to tell Justin and Sophia. There were several senators with them. Callinichus told them, truthfully or maybe not, that before Justinian expired he had named Justin as his successor. Justin and Sophia now led a party to the imperial palace, where they were greeted in friendly fashion by Tiberius and the imperial guard as the birds were singing in the dawn and Justin was crowned by the patriarch of Constantinople, another of his close contacts, to the acclamations of all present. The succession of events has a distinctly pre-arranged air about it. Justinian’s body was carried in procession in his sarcophagus past watching crowds to be buried in his mausoleum in the church of the Holy Apostles. It was discovered there, when the fourth crusade entered Constantinople in 1204, and the crusaders looted it.



NOVEMBER 9th 1815



Stephenson, then still a colliery engineer in Northumberland, turned to the problem and invented a lamp he demonstrated to colleagues in October 1815, but the Society had meanwhile approached Sir Humphry Davy and, rightly or wrongly, the credit for the first effective miners’ safety lamp was mainly given to him. Davy was a Cornishman, born in obscurity in Penzance in 1778, who moved to London in 1801 and became a star of the Royal Society. A genius in the fields of chemistry and electricity, he made many discoveries and



has been called the Isaac Newton of chemistry. He could explain scientific matters to the scientifically illiterate, his lectures drew crowds and he was knighted in 1812. The Accident Prevention Society got in touch with him in August 1815. With Michael Faraday as his assistant, Davy began experimenting on firedamp and by the end of October 1815 he had a lamp with narrow metal ventilating tubes that prevented the candle flame setting off an explosion. He presented a paper describing it to the Royal Society on November 9th, to the fury of Stephenson, who accused Davy of stealing the idea from him, which Davy fiercely denied. Davy honourably refused to patent his lamp. Both the Davy lamp and Stephenson’s ‘Geordie’ lamp were used in collieries and the number of explosions fell. Davy was rewarded with a baronetcy in 1818 and was president of the Royal Society from 1820 to 1827, but his health declined and he retired to Italy in 1829, settling in Rome, describing himself as ‘a ruin among ruins’. He was 50 when he died in a hotel on a trip to Geneva that year.



on the ice and food was cooked. Shops and restaurants opened in canvas tents. Souvenirs were on sale in printers’ shops. A ‘street’ of booths ran across from Temple Stairs to the south bank, crossed by another, and according to a contem-



porary account ‘a great cook’s shop was erected’ and gentlemen went to dine there as frequently as at any ordinary establishment. Two big oxen were roasted whole at one point in January. There was plenty to drink, as taverns along either bank of the river opened their own booths on the ice and in the evenings sex was readily on sale. The Prince of Wales and the Duke of Marlborough with an escort of noblemen crossed from Whitehall Palace to Lambeth and back again. Four young men decided to walk up the middle of the river as far they could get and none of them were ever heard of again, though whether it was the river or the cold that killed them nobody knew. A factor in all this was the old London Bridge, whose 19 narrow arches and their breakwaters slowed the stream down. The new bridge, which opened in 1831, had only five arches and helped bring the freezing of the Thames to an end. The last frost fair was in 1814.



Davy’s lamp described MINING WAS always a dangerous occupation and for centuries it was made worse because miners carried open candles, sometimes poked ahead on a long pole, to see their way through the tunnels and workings far below ground. This caused explosions of methane and other gases that miners called ‘firedamp’. In May 1812 at the Felling Colliery near Gateshead in County Durham 92 men and boys burned to death or suffocated in a particularly appalling disaster that spurred efforts to improve safety. William Reid Clanny, an Irish doctor in practice near Sunderland, came up with a clumsy device in which the candle was inside a glass container. It was described in a paper read to the Royal Society in London in May 1813 and the following October saw the foundation of the Society for Preventing Accidents in Coal Mines. The future railway pioneer George



Safety baron: Humphry Davy, engraving from a portrait by T. Lawrence, 1807.
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A fair on the frozen Thames



FROM THE 1550s to the early 1800s, during a period known as the Little Ice Age, the River Thames in London occasionally froze solid for so long, sometimes for weeks or months, that fairs were held on it and people wrapped up warmly and flocked to them. The one that began that winter in 1715 lasted for almost three months and had all the usual features. People played skittles, enjoyed street entertainers and watched bulls being baited. They strolled happily about on the ice or were pulled along on sledges or boats by Thames watermen who were temporarily out of work and needed a fee. Bonfires were lit



On thin ice: the frost fair on the Thames, 1715-6.



NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 9



SLAVERY AND SUFFRAGE



‘The prol slavery woman darkest in human his As calls for female suffrage gained momentum following the American Civil War, an uncomfortable racial faultline began to emerge within the movement, argues Jad Adams. Clockwise from above: Susan B. Anthony (left) and Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 1931; African-American voters line up to vote in Baltimore, November 1964; suffragettes vote in New York City, c.1917; the cover of the programme for a procession of the National American Women's Suffrage Association, March 1913; allegorical print commemorating the ordinance providing for the emancipation of slaves in Missouri, 1865.
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onged of is the page tory…’ T



HESE OPENING WORDS from the six-volume History of Woman Suffrage (1881) were the standard fare of women’s suffrage rhetoric during the 19th century. Women had been a powerful force in the US anti-slavery movement in the early 19th century and notions of women’s rights owed much to the language of the antislavery debates. The word ‘emancipation’ was borrowed from abolitionism. Leading women’s suffragists served their campaigning apprenticeships in the abolitionist cause. Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who were to become two of the most important American suffragists of the 19th century, met at the World Anti-Slavery convention in London in 1840. They went on to organise the Seneca Falls conference



in New York in 1848, the first delegate conference in the US to call for votes for women. At the time, all white men had the vote, a situation that outraged elite white women such as Stanton, who was angry that ‘the ignorant Irishman in the ditch’ had civil rights while educated women did not. African-American women were also active in both the abolitionist and women’s suffrage movements. They included former slave and evangelical preacher Sojourner Truth, who, though illiterate, was a commanding speaker. She challenged a conference at Ohio in 1851, in which the paternalist image of delicate middle-class women was dominant. There was reluctance among some delegates even to allow her to speak, but the chair, NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 11



SLAVERY AND SUFFRAGE



Clockwise from above: Carrie Chapman Catt, leader of the NAWSA, in 1900; Lucretia Mott, by Joseph Kyle, 1842; Lucy Stone, c.1850; Frederick Douglass, c.1850.



Frances D. Gage, called them to attention and bid them listen. Truth said: I think that ‘twixt the niggers of the South and the women of the North all talking about rights, the white man will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all this about? That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriage and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody helps me into carriages or over mud puddles, or gives me any best place. Ain’t I a woman? She described her work in the fields and the birth of her children, who were sold into slavery: ‘If my cup won’t hold but a pint and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my half-measure full?’ Sojourner Truth challenged the underlying principle of the convention’s claim to represent women at all if it failed to represent poor working women. She embodied the truth they wished to avoid: if they 12 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



were radical abolitionists calling for the vote for women, that meant a vote for black women, too, however poor they were. During the Civil War, Truth worked to recruit black men. She joined with Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony in the Women’s Loyal National League to make the emancipation of slaves part of the US constitution. Anthony worked as an organiser for the American AntiSlavery Society in New York, travelling the state to spread the message by arranging meetings, putting up posters and distributing leaflets.



T



HE ABOLITIONISTS’ WORK came to fruition with the 13th Amendment, to abolish slavery. However, after Lincoln’s assassination in April 1865, his successor as president, Andrew Johnson, welcomed the readmission of Confederate states to the union and, during the period of reconstruction, they passed laws restricting the rights of African-Americans, the so-called ‘Black Codes’, which virtually reproduced slavery. The war seemed to have been fought and won for nothing. The solution for abolitionists was to campaign to give the vote to black men, with a 14th Amendment. This would also



serve to shore up the Republican party against the southern Democrats. It was an obvious move to link the two issues of rights for black people and for women, given the ties between abolitionists and women’s campaigners. In keeping with this, Stanton and Anthony converted their organisation into the American Equal Rights Association in May 1866. There were tensions from the start over the 14th Amendment. Women suffragists felt it was against their most basic principles: it would give more power to men and do nothing for women. President Johnson and the Republicans, however, would not countenance the realistic alternative: of giving just white women the vote, as white women in the South would probably vote Democrat. White women’s suffrage was therefore not on the Republican agenda at this stage. The mood among the campaigners was balanced between white women, who were diffident about fighting for the rights of mainly uneducated black men,



Right: Frances Harper, 1870s. Below: Sojourner Truth, c.1864.



and black men who showed no enthusiasm for the rights of white ladies, who seemed to have comfort enough, at least compared with their own lives. Sojourner Truth commented on the controversy: ‘There is a great stir about coloured men getting their rights, but not a word about the coloured women.’ Shrewdly, Truth said she wanted to keep arguing for women’s suffrage before the political climate changed. White women needed the vote, but black women needed it more, having less education and a more limited choice of jobs. She depicted black men as idlers, living off their womenfolk. The most important right she could have, she insisted, was merely the right to equal pay, not to be paid half what a man received. Women’s suffrage was about making changes to the economy to make life fairer for women: ‘If coloured men get their rights, and not coloured women theirs, you will see the coloured man will be masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it was before.’ Stanton opposed the enfranchisement of black men if women did not get the vote at the same time. She would not trust black men to make laws for her because ‘degraded, op oppressed himself, he would be more despotic with the governing power than even our Saxon rulers are’. In default of universal suffrage, she preferred an educational franchise so ‘this incoming tide of ignorance, poverty and vice’ would be outweighed by the ‘virtue, wealth and education of the women of the country’. An educational requirement for the ballot became the dominant suggestion among women’s suffragists, which would keep political power in the hands of the educated, which meant white men and women.



T



HE BLACK WOMAN was outcast: as a woman, because of her ethnicity and her lack of education. African-Americans and women currently had no vote; but, even if Stanton’s principle was accepted, so that educated men and women, black and white were enfranchised, then poor, illiterate Sojourner Truth would still be excluded, notwithstanding that she had served so well as a symbolic black woman at Stanton’s meetings. The 14th Amendment was passed in 1868, introducing the world ‘male’ into the US constitution for the first time, giving all men the vote. Black men supposedly had the right to vote, therefore, but the penalties for disenfranchising them were so slight it was an open invitation for states to do so and they did. These abuses led to a further proposal, for a 15th Amendment, which absolutely forbade discrimination on grounds of race (but not on grounds of gender). This prolonged the debate and the conflict between women’s suffragists and abolitionists. The uncomfortable question was still unanswered: were women’s suffragists in favour of black male suffrage or not? Their concerns were certainly not colour prejudice: disgust at the thought of ‘ignorant’ black men having power was matched by an equal feeling about ignorant European and Asian immigrants. As Truth’s biographer Nell Irvin Painter wrote of Stanton and Anthony: ‘As they pulled farther away from the ideals of universal suffrage, their language became increasingly nativist, racist and classbound.’ Railing against the waves of immigrants entering the US from Ireland, Africa, Germany and China, Stanton expressed her disgust at an NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 13



SLAVERY AND SUFFRAGE



Clockwise from left: Mary Church Terrell, African-American activist for civil rights and suffrage, 1880s; opponents of female suffrage gather outside the headquarters of the NAOWS, New York City, 1911; suffragette headquarters in Cleveland, 1912. Opposite: the Woman's Journal reports on the NAWSA parade of March 3rd, 1914.
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‘When it was a question of race, I let the lesser question of sex go. But white women all go for sex, letting race occupy a minor position’ 1869 conference held in Washington DC that ‘Patrick and Sambo and Hans and Yung Tung, who do not know the difference between a monarchy and a republic’ should make laws for women who were excluded from the ballot. How could politicians ‘make their wives and mothers the political inferiors of unlettered and unwashed ditch-diggers, bootblacks, butchers and barbers, fresh from the slave plantations of the South and the effete civilisations of the Old World?’ Her old ally and supporter of women’s suffrage, the black leader Frederick Douglass, was to deplore such bigotry, but he defended her: Let me tell you that when there were few houses in which the black man could have put his head, this woolly head of mine found a refuge in the house of Mrs Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and if I had been blacker than 16 midnights, without a single star, it would have been the same. Anthony, defending the proposition of women first, argued from the premise of education:



We say, if you will not give the whole loaf of suffrage to the entire people, give it to the most intelligent first. If intelligence, justice and morality are to have precedence in the Government, let the question of the woman be brought up first and that of the Negro last. Striking a gender blow at Douglass and picking up his theme of regard for Stanton, she jibed: ‘Mr Douglass talks about the wrongs of the Negro; but with all the outrages that he today suffers, he would not exchange his sex and take the place of Elizabeth Cady Stanton.’ Some suffragists, such as Lucy Stone, applauded the amendment to enfranchise black men, as a genuine if partial democratic advance, but the mood was divided. White female suffragists such as Stanton and Anthony blamed male abolitionists for betraying the women’s suffrage cause; black and white abolitionists felt betrayed by the women who they felt should have been united in applauding an abolitionist victory for black men. Black women had been betrayed by both: women who would no longer support the black cause and abolitionists who would no longer support the women’s cause. Frances Harper, a black woman suffragist, expressed her disappointment: ‘When it was a question of race, [I] let the lesser question of sex go. But the white women all go for sex, letting race occupy a minor position.’ The debates over the ‘reconstruction amendments’ split the women’s suffrage movement, but the 15th Amendment was eventually passed in 1870, unequivocally giving black men the right to vote and excluding women.



A



S THE CENTURY DREW TO A CLOSE, the nature of the women’s campaign changed. Women’s suffrage had become part of what was presented as a forward-looking set of policies aimed at improving democracy. Racial policies that were seen as progressive included maintaining the supposed natural superiority of native-born white Americans, whose political strength could be increased with women’s suffrage, particularly in contrast to that of new immigrants, who were flooding in to the West in the early years of the 20th century. These were more western than eastern (or southern) notions of the Americanism that was being created in the post-Civil War nation. The arguments for equality and women’s suffrage at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries were in decline; elitism, nativism and white supremacy were more attractive. As an anonymous Wyoming legislator is reported to have said when women got the vote in that territory: ‘Damn it, if you are going to let the niggers and pigtails vote, we will ring in the women, too.’ Southern white women joined the movement at the turn of the century and shifted the focus towards white supremacist arguments. Women’s suffrage lost its connection with racial equality, which, from the late 1860s, had been shaky anyway. Carrie Chapman Catt was elected leader of the National American Woman Suffrage Association in 1900, succeeding Anthony, who was 80 that year. Catt had been born in 1859 and so was not part of the generation that had been radicalised over abolitionism and the Civil War. She represented a more right-wing attitude than that of Stanton and Anthony and was prepared to stir up resentment against ‘the votes possessed by the males in the slums of the cities, and the ignorant foreign vote’. This nativist sentiment was gaining ground at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, with the influx of foreign immigrants. Carrie Catt had begun her lecturing career with such titles as ‘America for Americans’, criticising the morals and manners of new immigrants. The racial faultline running through the US women’s suffrage movement was never more obvious than in the southern states NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 15



SLAVERY AND SUFFRAGE



Above: Inez Milholland astride a white horse at the NAWSA parade of March 1913. Left: Alice Paul unfurls a banner from the balcony of the National Women's Party headquarters in Washington DC, August 1920. It shows a star for each of the states ratifying the 19th Amendment, which gave women the right to vote.



during the early 20th century. There was particular concern among southern politicians to stop black women from becoming enfranchised because they were thought to be better educated than black men, more likely to be assertive about their rights and more difficult to bully into submission, as this would offend the sense of gallantry of white southern gentlemen. 16 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



The National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) meeting held in New Orleans in 1903 was racially segregated so that, for example, Sylvanie Williams of the National Association of Coloured Women was delegated to attend the meeting in what was her own home city but was not then allowed to attend. Also in 1903 the NAWSA voted to allow state affiliates to determine their own entrance qualifications,



to accommodate the developing southern suffragist groups who would wish to be whites-only organisations fighting for a whites-only vote. The executive board of the NAWSA was forced to make a public statement about its attitude towards black women as potential voters. They endorsed a state’s position on rights regarding the question of giving black women the vote, so the southern states could write in an opt-out clause. At the following annual meeting, in the District of Columbia, black women were admitted. One, Mary Church Terrell, challenged a motion calling for federal protection for children and animals by adding that the Convention should stand up ‘also for Negroes’. At the beginning of the 20th century black women had slipped so far down the agenda that they were no longer being considered as part of substantive motions; they were being thought of along with animals. The process of exclusion, which was eventually going to disenfranchise them, was well underway.



A



S THE SUFFRAGE BATTLE continued state by state, white supremacy was an important factor in the strategy of the suffragists, who needed to develop southern support for a female suffrage amendment. The historian Rosalyn TerborgPenn emphasises that this was not only a southern prejudice; in 1915 a women’s suffrage amendment to the state constitution was lost in New York when ‘white voters were heard to have said that they changed their minds about supporting the amendment when they saw so many black women campaigning for it’. The glaring political fact of life in the US was not a gender division, but a racial one. The black male franchise had already been clawed back in the southern states under the Jim Crow laws. The suffragists planned a great parade in Washington DC on March 3rd, 1913, the day before the inauguration of President Woodrow Wilson. It was led by the flamboyant campaigner Inez Milholland in a cape and riding a white horse. Despite the imagery of heroic virtue, behind the scenes there were divisions over race among the campaigners. Some white women delegates said they would not march if black women participated, so the NAWSA established a segregationist solution by having black women marching, but in their own section at the end of the parade. This obliged even integrated women’s suffrage organisations to ask their black members to go to the back of the march. Catt felt the South had to be placated with segregation, though it was not invariably to the exclusion of black women; she urged white southern women to stay away from the 1916 annual convention in Chicago because the delegates would be mainly black. Anti-suffragists argued that women’s suffrage would mean ‘Negro rule’ in some states where black people were numerous, thus mixing racism with sexism. It was argued furthermore by Democrat supporters that black women would vote Republican, so black female voting would destroy the Democrats in the South. In response, suffragists could argue that poll taxes and literacy tests would ensure that black women would be easily disenfranchised, just as black men had been. It became expedient to argue that the white supremacist vote would be increased by women’s voting. In 1913 Kate Gordon organised the Southern States Woman Suffrage Conference, where suffragists planned to lobby state legislatures for laws that would enfranchise white women only. ‘White supremacy will be strengthened, not weakened, by women’s suffrage,’ was Catt’s argument when trying to win over Mississippi and South Carolina. The 19th, or Susan B. Anthony, amendment to the constitution, guaranteeing all women the vote, was finally passed in 1920 after President Wilson had backed it (Anthony had died in 1906). The enfranchisement of women in the US was followed by the dis-



enfranchisement of black women in less than a decade after the 19th Amendment gave them the vote. This was done by a variety of devious means, learned from the experience of disenfranchising black men. One recorded example was in Columbia, South Carolina, where black women were told to wait to register; they waited and waited – some black women were prepared to wait for 12 hours to register their vote – then, the following day, property tax requirements were declared mandatory and set at $300 worth of property. As The Crisis (‘A record of the darker races’) notes, for women who could fulfil this requirement: Instead of being required to read the constitution, as the law provides, they were given sections from the civil and criminal codes of the state to read which they did read in an intelligent and orderly manner. They were then asked to explain these laws, a thing they refused to do since it was not required by law, and as they knew it was an attempt on the part of the board to disqualify them. The registrars thereupon refused to give the women registration certificates. By such means the majority of the black female population of the South was disenfranchised. Black women suffragists sought assistance from white women suffragists, who had formed the League of Women Voters. As a liberal compromise, their conference in Cleveland, Ohio in 1921 agreed neutrality: they would both listen to black women’s complaints and do nothing about them. Similarly, the more radical National Woman’s Party had worked out their position: they said that as black women were discriminated against in the same way as black men, this was therefore a race issue not a women’s rights issue, so the Woman’s Party as a feminist, not a social justice organisation, felt under no obligation to help. Individual suffragists throughout the history of the suffrage movement were sympathetic to black women. Anthony, the most prominent example, addressed black audiences and had no doubt about the immorality of racial discrimination. She felt justified in compromising on race to placate the white supremacists of the South, because women were more moral than men and women would end racism when they got the vote, through the political exercise of their higher morality. The story of black women and the vote was omitted from the triumphalist histories written by the leaders of the movement at the time of enfranchisement in 1920. They wanted a history of just struggle towards victory, not a story of political compromises. When black historians were looking at US history in the 1960s and 1970s, their focus was on rediscovering prominent black suffragists, so they could claim their rightful share of this victory. No one seemed to find it in their interest to point out the marginalisation of black women from power in the suffrage movement. Black women were not able freely to exercise their right to vote until the gains of the civil rights movement in the 1960s.



The glaring political fact of life in the United States was not a gender division, but a racial one



Jad Adams’ Women and the Vote: A World History is published by Oxford University Press.
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RUSSIAN ABSOLUTISM Peter the Great, portrait by Ivan Nikitin, c.1720s.



Peter the Great’s



special book



The reforming Tsar sought to westernise his empire, yet in 1723 he published an uncompromising reassertion of his absolutist doctrine, which has traditionally marked Russia’s national consciousness, says Antony Lentin.



P



ERSONALLY COMMISSIONED and approved by Peter the Great, a short book of some 60 pages and 20,000 words was published in Moscow in 1722. Its title was Pravda Voli Monarshei or ‘The Monarch’s Right to Appoint the Heir to His Throne’, but its wider purpose was to reassert the doctrine of divine right absolutism in Russia, at the very time when the concept was beginning to lose its authority in the West. Thomas Consett, Anglican chaplain to the British community at St Petersburg, aptly described it as ‘the famous book’ and ‘that special book’. Its defence of Peter’s right to dictate the



succession, though not unprecedented in Russian history, came as a heavy blow to the majority of Peter’s subjects as well as to the small educated minority who looked to the West for examples of limited monarchy. Dramatic fluctuations in the status and authority of the book from 1723 to 1730 bring out its importance as a document of state far removed from the spirit of comparable western documents such as the British Bill of Rights of 1688. No question weighed more heavily with Peter the Great in the last decade of his reign than the survival of his reforms. Widespread hostility to the nature and pace of NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 19



RUSSIAN ABSOLUTISM Peter the Great (right) interrogates the Tsarevich Alexei Petrovich, as imagined by Nikolai Ge, 1871.



westernisation, revealed in 1718 by an investigation into the treasonable activities of his son, the Tsarevich Alexei, came as a shock to Peter, added to his fears for the future and strengthened his determination to ensure the continuity of his policies after his death. The Tsarevich, who symbolised attachment to the old ways, was compelled, before his own condemnation and death, to renounce his right of succession in favour of his infant stepbrother, Petr Petrovich, Peter’s son by his second wife, Catherine. When Petr Petrovich died in 1719, Peter took on the right to appoint a successor ‘at the volition and by virtue of the sovereign power of His Tsarist Majesty’, a right which he formalised three years later in 1722 in a fundamental statute. Allegiance to the statute was exacted from Russians and foreign residents by a compulsory oath enforced by the army.



P



ETER’S STATUTE, says the historian M.S. Anderson, represented ‘an exercise of uncontrolled power unparalleled in any other monarch of the period’. Its immediate effect was to dash the hopes of traditionalists – who constituted the bulk of the nation – for whom, as generally in Europe, the accepted order of succession to the throne was by primogeniture in the male line and for whom the rightful heir was the seven–year-old
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Petr Alexeevich, son of the late Tsarevich Alexei. It was for that reason – the attachment of the traditionalists to Petr Alexeevich – that Peter the Great deliberately broke with custom and took the controversial step of reserving to the reigning monarch the right to decide the succession. Peter commissioned Pravda Voli Monarshei as an authoritative commentary on his 1722 statute. It was to be a comprehensive vindication of the statute, written, as its titlepage says, ‘for the benefit of honest but ignorant people’. Its stated purpose was to marginalise opponents, ‘to remove the least trace of doubt from the minds of the ignorant and to leave no room for misunderstanding’ and ‘to silence foolish but stubborn critics’. It thus had a twofold role: as a piece of ‘instruction’ for loyal subjects and as a warning to opponents and troublemakers. As the foreword states: The sole reason for writing this booklet is that there are among our people such restless minds and hearts seething with the passion to contradict, that they will not approve any enactment laid down by the ruling power … and they sow seeds of rebellion in our country and give foreigners a dishonourable notion of the Russian people as one of barbarous manners. The immediate message of the book, set out in the title, is reiterated in the foreword and afterword and expounded and amplified throughout, supported by quotations from



Scripture, the Church Fathers, classical and modern authors and jurists and illustrated by examples drawn from secular and Old Testament history so that, as the afterword puts it, ‘if our harshest critic sought to contradict us, he would find no grounds on which to do so’. As well as justifying Peter’s right to appoint his heir, however, Pravda Voli Monarshei contains a second message, complementing the first and elaborated at length, namely the sovereign’s unfettered right to do ‘whatever he pleases’ for the good of the state and the corresponding duty incumbent on his subjects of unconditional obedience and willing compliance with his orders. In this regard Pravda Voli Monarshei has been accurately described as ‘the chief ideological manifesto of Petrine absolutism’. ABSOLUTISM HAD BEEN EXPLICIT in Peter’s legislation since at least 1716, when the Military Statute defined his prerogative: His Majesty is a sovereign monarch, who need not account to his actions to anyone on earth, but, as a Christian sovereign, has the power and authority to govern his realms and territories according to his own will and at his discretion.



Above: title page of Pravda Voli Monarshei, 1723.



Feofan Prokopovich, c.18th century.



The corollary to this was emphasised in the Spiritual Regulation of 1721, in which the emperor was defined as ‘a sovereign and absolute monarch’, submission to whose ‘supreme power not only from fear, but also for conscience sake, God himself commands’. These two interdependent concepts, the Tsar’s omnipotence and the subjects’ duty of total submission, also form the leitmotif of Pravda Voli Monarshei, which declares that the Tsar’s ‘power to command and to act is absolute and is not subject to anyone’s scrutiny’, hence ‘no sovereign monarch is obliged to observe manmade law’ and a monarch ‘cannot be judged by men’. These claims are based on ‘natural reason’ and more especially on divine authority, citing numerous biblical injunctions, notably Paul’s admonition in Romans, 13, repeatedly quoted, that ‘the Powers that Be are ordained of God’.



P



ETER COMMISSIONED Pravda Voli Monarshei from the recently founded Most Holy Governing Synod, which directed the affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church after the Tsar’s abolition of the patriarchate and which was at least as much an instrument of state indoctrination and propaganda as of church regulation. He entrusted the writing of the book to his most erudite and enthusiastic ecclesiastic, Feofan Prokopovich, appointed by him as Bishop of Pskov and in effect primate of the Orthodox Church and nominally Vice-President of the Synod, though in reality its director. Prokopovich’s authorship of the book has been questioned, but there is little doubt of his hand in its composition, the use made in it of works from his library and his overall editorial responsibility. In December 1722 Peter, having signified his approval, authorised publication and the book appeared in the New Year. It was published in two versions, one in ‘church’ type, the other in the ‘civil’ type introduced by Peter in 1708. The ‘civil’ edition ran to 1,200 copies, about five times the standard print-run for publications in Peter’s Russia and striking evidence of the importance which he attached to the book. The print-run was small in comparison to the 13,000 copies printed in 1718 of the manifesto on the removal from the succession of the Tsarevich Alexei and the 35,500 NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 21



RUSSIAN ABSOLUTISM copies of the oath of allegiance to Petr Petrovich. The probable reason for this was Peter’s awareness that the take-up for a politicoreligious tract was unlikely to be large; and indeed, three years after publication, only 550 copies had been sold, while 50 copies were distributed free of charge.



A



GERMAN TRANSLATION, Das Recht der Monarchen, was printed in Berlin in 1724 by Ambrosius Haude, official publisher to the Prussian Academy of Sciences. It was distributed in Russia for the use of German officers in the Russian service and German nobility in the newly annexed Baltic provinces. As the foreword states, it sought ‘to disabuse foreigners of their false opinion of our people and to give them reason to think better of us’. Peter’s statute on the succession, like his reforms generally, proved unpopular in Russia. As one of his advisers said: ‘The Tsar pushes uphill with a dozen supporters – millions pull downhill.’ Those millions had looked forward to the accession of the Tsarevich Alexei in hope of a relaxation of Peter’s harsh enforcement of modernisation and a rolling-back of his westernising policies, including the abandonment of St Petersburg as capital and a return to Moscow and to more traditional religious and social habits. After the death of the Tsarevich, his supporters transferred their loyalties to his son, Petr Alexeevich. To them the 1722 statute, which set aside his rights, was deeply unwelcome. The enforcement of the oath of loyalty to it was described by Peter Henry Bruce, a British officer in the Russian army, as ‘the most disagreeable service I ever performed in Russia’. A French minister at St Petersburg advised his government that attachment to the traditional line of succession would outlive whatever measures Peter might take to suppress it. This consideration explains Peter’s determination, through the publication of Pravda Voli Monarshei, to make clear Clockwise from above: Catherine I, by Jean-Marc Nattier, 1717; contemporary portrait of Vasili his insistence on the primacy of absolute rule Dolgoruky; Peter II by Grigori Molchanow, 18th century. in Russia and on universal compliance with ‘the monarch’s will’ even after his death. It was selective and tendentious. Grotius is cited out of The expression of views critical of Peter and his meascontext to justify absolute monarchy. The book mentions ures was criminalised and offenders sought out by his elective monarchy in the Holy Roman Empire, Poland and Secret Chancellery. The kind of rebuke to the Tsar by the elsewhere, but only to reject it and, significantly, it makes patriarch familiar in Muscovite Russia and exemplified no reference to recent political theory or contemporary by such brave spirits as Bishop Stefan Yavorsky, who had developments in the West, which set limits on monarchical upbraided Peter for his marriage to Catherine while his first power: the Glorious Revolution of 1688 in England (which wife was still alive and called Tsarevich Aleksei ‘Russia’s Peter knew of from his visit in 1698), the Regency in France only hope’, was no longer permitted. Peter, now styled after the death of Louis XIV in 1715 and the aristocratic ‘Supreme Judge’ of the Orthodox Church in Russia, warned: Swedish revolution of 1720, which followed Peter’s defeat ‘I am your patriarch.’ Pravda Voli Monarshei signified by of Sweden in the Great Northern War. These developments implication the complete subjection of Church to state. were of particular interest to educated Russians, such Discussion in Pravda Voli Monarshei of political forms of as Prince Vasilii Lukich Dolgoruky and Prince Dmitrii government and alternatives to absolutism drew on Roman Mikhailovich Golitsyn. Dolgoruky, Peter’s ambassador to law, Byzantine tradition and 17th-century political theory. 22 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Denmark, France, Poland and Sweden, had a copy of the Swedish constitution of 1720, as did Golitsyn, Governor of Kiev, who translated several works of political theory into Russian, including Locke’s Treatises of Civil Government and Fénelon’s Télémaque and Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, with their critique of the absolutism of Louis XIV. Pravda Voli Monarshei became even more important as a statement of official ideology and an instrument of mass manipulation after Peter’s death in January 1725. The accession of his widow as Catherine I provoked opposition at St Petersburg in the form of anonymous letters. The ruling cabal, who forestalled the claims of the young Petr Alexeevich by bringing her to power in a palace revolution, claimed that Peter had appointed her his successor by virtue of the 1722 statute, but the evidence for this was ambiguous. For traditionalists, the claims of Petr Alekseevich remained incontrovertible and Catherine, originally a serving-maid from Livonia, was a foreign usurper.



T



HAT POPULAR murmurings against Catherine had not diminished a year later is clear from two decrees of 1726. In January the ruling cabal, now established as a Supreme Privy Council governing in her name, issued a decree complaining of ‘indecent and hostile words’ directed at Catherine by ‘villains in various cities and districts’. A further decree in April combined three related measures. First, it again denounced the authors of the anonymous letters. Second, it affirmed Catherine’s right to appoint her own successor under the statute of 1722. Finally, it authorised a second edition of Pravda Voli Monarshei, which was duly published in July 1726. Originally 1,200 copies were ordered, the same number as for the first edition. It was then decided to publish on a far larger scale: 19,500 copies were printed, 14 times more



On Catherine’s death in May 1727, Petr Alekseevich, having been named as successor in her will, acceded as Peter II than for the first edition, 14,000 in ‘church’ type, 5,000 in ‘civil’ type. Order was given for their distribution throughout the empire. The size of the print run was a measure of the seriousness with which the Supreme Privy Council treated criticism of Catherine’s legitimacy, though how far distribution of the book was carried out seems less certain. Fewer than 3,000 copies were sent to the provinces. A massive shift also followed in the audience to whose attention the Supreme Privy Council decided to extend the message of the book: from a small literate minority to the wider, largely illiterate, population through the recitation of the book in church. This was authorised to take place in all parish churches and monasteries after mass on Sundays and holy days. The Synod directed that the book be divided into ‘readings’, each one to begin with a brief recapitulation of the previous one. On Catherine’s death in May 1727, the 11-year-old Petr Alekseevich, having been named as successor in her will, acceded as Peter II and a manifesto was issued, basing NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 23



RUSSIAN ABSOLUTISM



Anna Ivanovna, illustration from a publication marking her coronation, 1731.



his right to succeed on the statute of 1722. Two months later, however, a shift in the power structure of the ruling elite produced an ideological volte-face. The Supreme Privy Council of eight was now dominated by two legitimist families from the old nobility, the Golitsyns and Dolgorukys, who authorised the formal repudiation both of the 1722 statute and of Pravda Voli Monarshei itself. The statute was duly repealed, succession by right of male primogeniture was reinstated and Peter II’s accession was represented as having taken place by birthright alone. Pravda Voli Monarshei was proscribed. In the words of Thomas Consett, it was ‘called in and forbid to be sold or read in Russia’. Over the next 12 months 14,500 copies were handed in to the authorities to be destroyed.



A



MANIFESTO OF October 1727 reaffirmed the traditional doctrine of monarchy by birth and divine right. It ascribed Peter II’s right of succession not to his nomination by Catherine but to his entitlement as ‘the true-born sovereign … granted to us by the King of Kings’. The return of the court to Moscow appeared to presage a return to traditional ways, when the young Tsar died suddenly of smallpox in January 1730. He left no heir. This unexpected turn of events offered the Golitsyns and Dolgorukys an opportunity to establish a western-style constitutional monarchy in Russia. The prime movers in this design were Prince Vasilii Lukich Dolgoruky and Prince Dmitrii Mikhailovich Golitsyn. Ignoring the claims of Elisabeth, daughter of Peter the Great, they invited his niece, Anna Ivanovna, the widowed Duchess of Courland, to ascend to the throne, provided that she sign a list of ‘conditions’ subjecting her exercise of power in all matters of importance to the consent of the Supreme Privy Council. Anna readily agreed and signed the ‘conditions’ surrendering to the Supreme Privy Council the decisive voice in any marriage she might seek to contract and in the questions of the succession, war and peace, taxation and expenditure. She undertook ‘not to deprive members of the nobility of their life, honour and property without trial’ and prom-
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ised that ‘if I do not keep any of these promises, I shall be deprived of the Russian crown’. Russia’s ‘Bill of Rights’, however, proved a nine days’ wonder. The upper ranks of the military, civil and church administration had come to Moscow for the coronation of Peter II. They resented the pretensions of the Golitsyns and Dolgorukys and their stealthy scheme to impose their own restraints on absolute power. Better one autocrat, said Prokopovich, than the tyranny of oligarchs. Anna was persuaded to renounce the conditions she had agreed to and, six weeks after signing them, as if yielding to her subjects’ wishes, she ostentatiously tore them up and was crowned as absolute monarch. The Supreme Privy Council was disbanded. The Golitsyns and Dolgorukys were banished and later liquidated. The 1722 statute was reintroduced and invoked by Anna in the nomination of her successors. Pravda Voli Monarshei was invested with the force of law and the doctrines laid down in it – the God-given nature of absolute rule, the unlimited authority of the tsars as the embodiment of sovereign power, above the law and unaccountable to their subjects, the people’s duty of unconditional obedience and the denial of their right to a voice in government – resumed their traditional place in the polity of tsarist Russia. Deriving from Muscovite custom and reformulated under Peter the Great in his ‘famous book’, these concepts continued in one way or another to underpin Russia’s imperial history and beyond. Antony Lentin is a senior member of Wolfson College, Cambridge and was Professor of History at the Open University.
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RAF Display, 1934
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AWKER DEMONS FLY LOW over spectators in the enclosure reserved for those who have come by car at the annual RAF Display held at Hendon Aerodrome in 1934. The Demon is a fighterbomber with an all-metal body and fabric-covered wings. It entered service in 1933 and, powered by a supercharged Rolls-Royce Kestrel engine, it has a top speed of 184 mph, making it faster than most contemporary fighters. It has two forward-firing machine guns and a third facing backwards, operated by the observer/bomb aimer. Its bomb load is modest: eight 20-pounders. As well as the Demons, spectators will have seen the Prince of Wales arriving, piloting his own aircraft, Bristol Bulldog fighters attacking bombers, a Cierva Autogyro taking off, some parachute drops and the destruction of a mocked-up building, together with the shooting down in flames of an observation balloon as a finale. But it will turn out that the most significant sight is of a lone Vickers-Supermarine Type 224, a clumsy open-cockpit monoplane with cranked or gull wings and a fixed undercarriage enclosed in trouser fairings or ‘spats’. It had been subject to endless delays and, when finished, was a disappointment to the Air Ministry and to its designer, R.J. Mitchell, who was trying to meet the specification issued by the Air Ministry in 1931 for an all-metal plane mounting four machine guns, capable of 195 mph minimum at 15,000 feet and with a minimum ceiling of 28,000 feet. Little of the experience he had gained from streamlining Supermarine’s series of Schneider Trophy float planes (the last could reach 400 mph) had gone into it, perhaps because Mitchell had major surgery in 1933 and its Rolls-Royce engine was inadequate. The contract specification was to go to the Gloster Gladiator, last of the RAF’s biplanes, which first flew in September 1934, but the Air Ministry did not lose faith in Mitchell, who went back to the drawing board to design the Spitfire. Sydney Camm, the Hawker designer who had produced the Fury fighter and the Hart bomber, of which the Demon was a modification, was also in the running at this time, but without Air Ministry backing. Only when he came back in September 1934 with his design for a 300-mph retractable-undercarriage monoplane powered by Rolls-Royce’s new Merlin engine did the Ministry order a prototype, the Hurricane, which finally flew in November 1935. The Hurricane’s simple wood-and-fabric construction and use of many components from Hawker’s recent biplanes, meant that it could be produced in numbers from 1937 on, while the more sophisticated Spitfire took longer. The Hurricane’s thicker wings could also accommodate with ease the eight machine guns which it was decided in August 1934 were required.



The most significant sight is of a Vickers-Supermarine Type 224, a clumsy opencockpit monoplane
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The efforts of these designers might have been in vain had there not been a major change of climate in Whitehall at this period. When Stanley Baldwin made a speech in 1932 claiming ‘the bomber will always get through’, he was only echoing the orthodox ‘Trenchard Doctrine’ that the RAF should concentrate on bomber attacks on enemy terrain and not waste much effort on fighter defence. Luckily Neville Chamberlain, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and



Sir Thomas Inskip, Defence Coordination Minister, saw the light and forced through the fighter squadron expansion scheme in July 1934, just when the League of Nations disarmament talks collapsed and not long before Gӧring revealed that Germany had created an air force in direct contravention of the Versailles Treaty. Churchill’s contribution to all this was unhelpful: he thought that a two-seater fighter with a gunner in a turret located behind the pilot



who could then fire at planes ‘on the beam’ to either side, was the key. A number of Demons were fitted with turrets without satisfactory results, but this did not prevent the development of the Boulton Paul Defiant, with no forward armament but a power-driven four-gun turret capable of firing in any direction. It became a sitting duck for the Luftwaffe in 1940.
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Johannes Kepler's prayer book and his wife's hairpin on a manuscript of his work.
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KEPLER'S MOTHER HE GERMAN astronomer Johannes Kepler (15711630) is one of the most important figures of the scientific revolution. He defined the three laws of planetary motion and discovered that planets move in ellipses. One of the least known facts about him is that his mother was accused of witchcraft. December 29th, 1615 found Kepler, who had recently turned 44, with his family in the Upper-Austrian town of Linz. A messenger knocked on the door to deliver a letter that had been sent by his sister three months earlier. The news could hardly have been worse. His aged mother had been accused of making a woman ill. She had immediately taken those calling her a witch to court for slander, yet the governor of the small town of Leonberg in the duchy of Württemberg was himself involved in the accusation and the faction against Katharina Kepler was strong. Two dozen witnesses in Leonberg would eventually testify against her, including the local schoolmaster, who had been Johannes’ childhood friend. The proceedings which led to a criminal trial against Katharina took place when Johannes was at the height of his career and lasted six years. In the pioneering work he prepared for publication during this period, Harmony of the World, Kepler confidently presented himself as the ideal reader of the universe. Just a year after the publication of Harmony, in the early hours of August 7th, 1620, Katharina was woken by her



Johannes Kepler, by Hans von Aachen, c.1612.
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In 1615 Katharina, mother of the great scientist Johannes Kepler, was accused of witchcraft. Ulinka Rublack asks what her landmark trial tells us about early-modern attitudes towards science, nature and the family. NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 29



KEPLER'S MOTHER daughter. The governor and his men were coming to take her; Katharina should hide quickly. When found, the 73-year-old woman was lying naked under her bed covers in a big chest and was taken to prison on the duke’s order. Kepler formally took over his mother’s legal defence that same year. No other public intellectual would ever involve himself in a similar role. He put his existence in Linz on hold, stored his books, papers and instruments in boxes, moved his family to southern Germany and spent nearly a year trying to get his mother out of prison. About 73,000 men and women were tried for witchcraft and around 40-50,000 were executed in Europe between 1500 and 1700. Half that number were executed within the boundaries of modern Germany from 1560 up to the end of the persecution. Three quarters of those accused in Germany were female. A widow, who was illiterate but not poor and had lived in her Lutheran community for many years, Katharina Kepler became one of the thousands of German-speaking women who had to face a trial in old age. She vehemently and angrily denied that she had brewed poisonous drinks to make friends and neighbours mortally ill. Like others caught in the spiral of communal blame, the Keplers found themselves suddenly drawn into a family drama to save their mother. JOHANNES KEPLER WAS under no illusions about the precariousness of his own position as the accusation against his mother began to unfold. Many of his ideas were at odds with the currents of the age, which was one of bitter religious oppositions. Katharina had brought Johannes up as a Lutheran, yet as a teenager he had begun to struggle with one of the faith’s most challenging ideas: that Christ was omnipresent and truly present when believers received bread and wine in the ritual of communion. As an adult, Kepler appeared to many to be a supporter of Calvinism. Theologians in Lutheran Württemberg told him to keep away from religious speculation. Its university never offered him a position. Emperor Rudolf II had appointed Kepler Imperial Mathematician, which made him part of the exceptionally open-minded intellectual circles



Kepler was under no illusions about the precariousness of his own position as the accusation against his mother began to unfold



Top: 'Johann Kepler, the Astronomer, and the Emperor Rudolf II', an engraving from The Illustrated History of the World, c.1880. Above: title page of Kepler's Epitome Astronomiæ Copernicanæ (1635).
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of Prague. After Rudolf’s death in 1612 Kepler’s professional options narrowed as militant Catholicism spread to Bohemia. Thanks to the patronage of some local noblemen, he could teach at a tiny school in the Lutheran enclave of Linz. He remained highly regarded internationally and was even offered a position at Bologna university in 1616. But how could he accept? Galileo Galilei, whose ideas Kepler had supported in print, would be forced by the Holy Office in February 1616 to declare that he abandoned the ‘opinion that the sun stands still at the centre of the world and the earth moves, and henceforth not to hold, teach, or defend



it in any way whatever’. Kepler’s own work would soon be censored by the Roman index. When he received his sister’s letter, Kepler was deeply anxious that Katharina’s accusation might demolish his achievements. He was determined to rally all his friends, patrons and people whose favours he had gained to his cause. As one reconstructs Katharina’s case in detail, life in a Lutheran duchy and one of its small towns unfolds as if under a magnifying glass. The Kepler case is one of Germany’s best preserved witchcraft trials and the community in which Katharina lived is exceptionally well documented. We can trace her world and its beliefs with unusual precision. This involves understanding what mattered to everyone at the time: how common people made a living, fed themselves, raised their children, what they aspired to, how they solved conflicts or created ideas about the supernatural. Nobody here suffered an inexplicable collective ‘mania’. Nor is there any evidence that local judges were aware of Kepler’s science, especially his endorsement of Copernicus, which would lead them to suspect his mother for that reason. Discovering Katharina’s life and trial means reassessing our sense of Johannes Kepler himself. It is reductive to see him as a champion of rational thinking which mechanised the universe. Our neat distinctions between the rational and irrational, religion and magic obscure the fact that knowledge about humans and nature mattered to him and many of his contemporaries. This in turn explains connections between some of his ideas and those of his mother. HAT happened to a living tree or stars, they both believed, might register in your body, for microand macrocosm, human nature, the world of plants and the universe were interlinked. Above all, the world was always God’s creation and Kepler was inspired by his belief that nature, even human instinct, could reveal traces of God as its maker. He adored snowflakes for the regularity and stability of the hexagonal cells of which they were built and even wrote about children he saw blowing soap bubbles into nearly perfect spheres. God had devised not just a functional clockwork universe but a wonderfully clever and entertaining world to marvel at. He had given all humans the instinct to mimetically reproduce some of its regular features with pleasure. Dance steps and compositions replicated patterns derived from geometry and had only been discovered by humans because they were created in God’s image. All humans, Kepler wrote, were ‘tiny specks of dust’ who carried God’s image inside them and continued the work of divine creation. Kepler in turn championed a set of ideas in which the agency of demons or opponents of Christendom got short shrift. Whatever hardship he faced, nothing compelled him to think of his life overtly in relation to Satan or witches (who, some people believed, raged rampantly in a decaying world). Rather, he believed that the world was in a perpetual process of creation and renewal, which allowed it to move towards beauty and perfection. There is thus no intellectual mileage in making Kepler appear modern in any easily recognisable way. Rather, he can help us to foreground the progressive, dynamic trends in his own society, which have often been sidelined in order to depict a rigid country, thoroughly hemmed in by religious ideals and state control. Kepler fought to get his writings into print and sometimes even bought his own paper to do so. Still, there he was, selling at the Frankfurt book fair and lucky not to live in Italy,



Illustrated page from Kepler's Epitomes Astronomiæ Copernicæ, 1635.



where his works could only be purchased from selected booksellers who kept his work under their desks, as if they were pornography, for favoured clients. Kepler was not allowed to teach at the university in Tübingen, but could count on co-operating with several of its professors. He fought bitterly and successfully for his family’s honour and was able to navigate brilliantly a legal system that allowed for his mother’s defence. By 1700 few Germans faced prosecution for witchcraft. A landmark fight for justice had been won. Kepler never published the details of his defence, but it represents a pioneering attempt to dissect the prosecution’s case through legal objections. How did he accomplish such a feat? Kepler’s daily professional life was not confined to an elevated realm that cut him off from the challenges of dealing with an accusation for witchcraft. His success was marked by his robust ability to confront enmity and disputes by sticking to a powerful line of argument, while meticulously attending NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 31



KEPLER'S MOTHER to detailed point-by-point refutations. He brought these skills to work, ferociously, in his mother’s defence. There was no solid argument, he claimed, and the procedure which tried to turn allegations into reliable evidence was wrong. The constant need to counter his own competitors had prepared him to meet and master the biggest challenge of his entire career. It would be reassuring if we could say that Katharina’s four children closed ranks against her accusers. In fact, each sibling reacted differently to their mother’s plight and the strain of the proceedings against her. In his Harmony, published in 1619 before he began defending his mother, even Johannes suddenly alleged that his mother upset ‘her town’ and was ‘the author of her own lamentable misfortune’. His youngest brother Christoph became more and more ambivalent about his commitment to Katharina as the accusation progressed to a trial. A



The persecution of witches affected whole families. Relatives responded not only with compassion and love, but also fear and guilt local craftsman on the rise, he was determined not to let this case ruin his life and eventually withdrew from the defence. Her second-born son had angrily abused her as a ‘witch’ before he died. The persecution of witches in this way affected whole families. Relatives responded not only with compassion and love, but also uncertainty, fear, repudiation and guilt and could be overwhelmed by a sense of shame. They were involved not just as rational beings but, through their fantasies and dreams, as children of an alleged witch and as siblings who took different sides in the drama which unfolded. By the end of the trial, Johannes and his younger brother just about managed to repair their damaged relationship, as the brother had insisted that Katharina should be imprisoned far away from their home town where no one knew her or the family, and she spent over a year chained to the floor of her cell. Eltingen, the village in which Katharina was born and raised, claims to be the prettiest in south Germany. In its centre stands a strange monument to her by Jakob Fehrle (1884-1974), which depicts a young, slender, female reaper. A local newspaper article, dated October 25th, Above right: the monument in Eltingen commemorating Katharina Kepler. Right: a house similar to that in which Katharina would have lived during her trial in Leonberg.
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1937, recorded the Eltingen mayor Carl Schmincke’s speech when the sculpture was unveiled. Schmincke held office from 1934 to 1938 and the street is, to this day, named after him. It was his project to demonstrate the ‘new spirit’ of the Nazi takeover in what had been an overwhelmingly Communist community. Two run-down houses and a barn had been demolished to create a more beautiful and wider street, which allowed for a better traffic flow. A small space was created for Katharina’s monument to serve as a symbol of this community of ‘peasants and workers’. It was a ‘symbol of work and industriousness’, as Schmincke explained, ‘upright, proud and strong’. Schmincke praised Katharina’s combative nature, her strength, her unique character and love of truth. ‘People of Eltingen, be proud of this work, your village well, the landmark of your community,’ Schmincke emphatically exclaimed. IN GERMANY, Katharina Kepler is still viewed as a victim. Anglo-American writers, by contrast, tend to characterise her as a difficult, bizarre and half-crazed old crone. This trend began in 1960 with Arthur Koestler’s account that Katharina had become a ‘hideous little woman’, whose evil tongue and ‘suspect background predestined her as victim’. She was, Koestler writes, ‘an inn-keeper’s daughter, brought up by an aunt who was said to have perished at the stake, and her husband had been a mercenary who vanished after barely escaping the gallows’. Such writing implies that there was every reason to see Katharina as a witch. Several publications present the myth that her aunt was burnt as a witch as historical fact. The most influential treatment of Katharina for an English-speaking audience remains John Banville’s 1981 prize-winning novel Kepler. This fictionalisation portrays Katharina as a crude old woman in the dangerous business of healing by boiling potions in a black pot. She meets with old hags in a kitchen smelling of cats, while outside in her garden lies a dead rat. Kepler desperately tries to hide his mother’s magical



A diagram by Kepler measuring distances in the universe, 1635.
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KEPLER'S MOTHER



arts from his wife when they visit while Katharina searches for a bag filled with bat wings. This version of Katharina is emotionally disconnected. During her trial she enjoys having ‘attention lavished on her’. A horrendous mother, she is scary, disgusting and might well be a witch. It comes as a surprise to realise that Galileo’s mother has been similarly described as quarrelsome and repugnant. No one has taken the trouble to research her life, but the biographies of her son tell us that she came from a well-off family and that it was she who brought her son before the Inquisition for calling her a whore and crone, or ‘Gabrina’, the name also given to the nasty, ugly old witch in Ludovico Ariosto’s poem Orlando Furioso (1516). She died in 1620, aged 82, in Florence. One year earlier, Galileo’s brother commented in a letter that it surprised him little to hear that she behaved dreadfully. He consoled Galileo: ‘But she is much aged, and soon there will be an end to all this quarrelling.’ ISTORIANS FACED WITH such evidence can ask how mother-son relationships were lived then, instead of repeating contemporary judgements. We all think that the bond between a mother and child is of fundamental importance. Yet histories of motherhood tell us only about child-rearing practices, lactation periods and so on; the practical side of mothering. There is no book about the nature of sons’ or daughters’ relationships with their mothers and stepmothers throughout time. Kepler felt ambivalent towards his mother, although he identified strongly with some of her physical and mental characteristics. He was close to his mother and had no doubt that she had always been Christian in her views. Katharina brought up and supported this exceptionally gifted and emotionally intense boy. Even though she was from a peasant background and supported herself through agricultural work, she visited him and for periods lived with him as an adult. She never once appeared in front of the town courts for quarrelling, unlike so many others; she supported three of her children as best as she could and there is no trace of her quarrelling with any of them before the trial. 34 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



We can nonetheless ask what made Katharina so tough. Was this related to the support that society provided for a widow with children to raise? Who cared for her? Instead of censoring any anger she displayed as meaningless ‘quarrelsomeness’, it is important to understand what might have made her angry and who in that society passed judgments on whether a woman’s anger was legitimate or not. There was little concern for her emotional needs, her feelings of worry, sadness or of abandonment; of being excluded or unfairly treated; or of her desire to enjoy some pleasure and laughter. These were needs she had to silence. How did women cope with being regarded as less attractive, less fertile? Women like Katharina Kepler denied that they were witches and this meant resisting a false authority that told them they were of less value or were morally weak. They usually invoked God as the highest authority to support them. Self-silencing, being unable to resist external authorities and feeling denigrated can lead to destructive behaviour and psychological torment. Katharina, despite her vulnerability as a very old, imprisoned woman, did not just give up. Even so, without her famous son’s involvement there is little doubt that she would have been burnt at the stake. Witches being burnt at the stake, from a German woodcut of 1555.



Ulinka Rublack is Professor of Early Modern European History at St John's College, University of Cambridge and the author of The Astronomer &the Witch: Johannes Kepler's Fight for His Mother (Oxford University Press, 2015).



FURTHER READING Malcolm Gaskill, Witchcraft: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2010). Robin Briggs, Witches and Neighbours: The Social and Cultural Context of European Witchcraft (Penguin, 1998). Lawrence M. Principe, The Scientific Revolution: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2007).



MakingHistory The pseudo-science of managerialism is having a pernicious effect on higher education. Radical ideas are needed if disciplines such as history are to continue to prosper, argues Mathew Lyons.



Humanities without humanity THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT’S vision for university funding – as outlined by Jo Johnson, minister for universities and science – seems both promising and alarming. That it seeks to elevate teaching to the same level of importance as research is to be welcomed. But to do so via a model based on the Research Excellence Framework (REF), as promised in the Conservative party manifesto, would seem to exacerbate many of the problems the government wants to address. A great deal of university funding in the humanities is based on the REF, most recently undertaken in 2014. It is officially said to cost £250m, but it has been estimated by some critics to come in at four times that figure, or much if not more than is spent annually on all the humanities. I turned to it – and in particular to the report from the 2014 History Sub-Committee – for a sense of clarity and intellectual rigour with regard to university finance and the reward of excellence. I did not find it. If there are measurable criteria that can be used to judge the quality of research in the humanities, they are not readily apparent. Rather, one forms the impression that, in the absence of such criteria, proxies and ersatz benchmarks have had to be found. According to the latest REF, 31 per cent of the submissions in the UK’s history departments are ‘world-leading’, which is defined as: 1. A primary or essential point of reference. 2. Of profound influence. 3. Instrumental in developing new thinking, practices, paradigms, policies or audiences. 4. A major expansion of the range and depth of the research and its



In the case of impact and environment, the same materials were used in both the sub-panel and the main panel calibrations to ensure that sub-panels calibrated material from across the main panel UOAs [units of assessment] as part of the calibration exercise for impact and environment.



application. 5. Outstandingly novel, innovative and creative. Points 1, 2 and 3 are self-evidently not measurable in anything like the time frame within which REF operates. More generally, these are large claims that are being made. Is there anyone who thinks nearly a third of all work in UK history faculties reaches such an exalted level?



Perhaps smaller, studentcentred institutions are the next stage in the evolution of higher education in the UK This is not a criticism of the work itself, merely of the absurd process by which individual excellence is distilled, refined, sieved, ground and otherwise reduced to a heap of lifeless data by the very funding body which should, in fact, be nourishing it. I doubt whether many History Today subscribers have read the REF report. I cannot encourage you to do so. Take this sentence, picked at random:



Possibly the report was outsourced to Google Translate, but it is hard to respect the judgment of anyone who could write – or sign off on – that kind of sentence. Our higher education institutions are bureaucratised to an absurd degree. Managerialism and corporatisation are rampant. The quality of both education and research in the humanities is being seriously undermined as a result. The REF is fond of outputs, impacts, calibrations and other wildly inappropriate nomenclature. Yet this is not the language of the humanities. It is as if some benighted administrator has stumbled across the Dummies Guide to Mechanical Engineering and energetically rifled its index to gussy up his or her vocabulary. It is, in short, pseudo-science of the highest order, the intellectual equivalent of the spray-on tan. All of which leads me to wonder whether the future of the humanities in Britain is in the public sector at all. Perhaps smaller, student-centred institutions modelled on the kind of liberal arts colleges found in the United States are the next stage in the evolution of higher education in the UK. If the sector is not soon radically restructured, it is very hard to see it being capable of fulfilling any meaningful purpose whatsoever. Mathew Lyons is author of The Favourite: Ralegh and His Queen (Constable & Robinson, 2011). NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 35
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TECH CITY LONDON is a cluster of digital enterprises at the Old Street roundabout on the fringes of the City. Politicians and venture capitalists like to talk up the capital’s role as a new technology hub, yet London has long played a central role as a crucible of technological innovation. This was especially the case during the Industrial Revolution, a crucial phase in Britain’s history, associated in the public mind with its birth in the West Midlands, the coming of the cotton mills to Lancashire, the public railways, which got started in the industrial north, and the mines of Cornwall and South Wales. But in the late 18th and 19th century, London was the Silicon Valley of its age, home to a largely forgotten concentration of technological expertise. One measure of this is the march of steam power. From around 1780 the dominant manufacturer was Boulton and Watt, based in Birmingham, who sold their first steam engines in London to the Albion Mills, just south of Blackfriars Bridge, in 1786. The new engines were a source of wonder to crowds of Londoners who gathered to watch the machinery at work – and of resentment to those who feared the new technology. When the flour mill burnt down in 1791, arson was suspected and the blackened ruin inspired south Londoner William Blake’s celebrated image of ‘dark satanic mills’. In 1804-5, when the engineer John Farey visited every steam-powered establishment in London, from calico printers to iron foundries and breweries, he counted 112 steam engines at work, producing 1,355 horse-power, compared with just 32 in Manchester, producing less than a third of that energy. In 1825, on the cusp of the railway era and a massive expansion of the Lancashire textiles industry, there were about 290 steam engines in London, compared with 240 in Manchester, 130 in Leeds and 80 to 90 in Glasgow. Even in 1851, more than 370,000 Londoners worked in manufacturing, making the capital the largest manufacturing centre in the UK and, indeed, Europe. Innovation and invention As the world’s manufacturing capital, London spawned many innovations, from the invention of the flushing lavatory to the public railway, precision engineering, underground tunnelling and the computer. This article highlights half a dozen of those technological triumphs. The first was that of the water-closet, pioneered by Joseph Bramah (1749-1814), one of the great inventorengineers of the 18th century, with 18 patents to his name between 1778 and 1812. Bramah’s ball and cistern waterflushing convenience became a staple in middle-class homes during the 19th century, even at Osborne House, the royal seat on the Isle of Wight. This invention has been of immeasurable benefit to humanity. From his factory in Covent Garden, Bramah used his knowledge of the motion of fluids in other applications, inventing both the beer-pump, another vital contribution to human happiness, and the hydraulic press, a machine still used in industry. The second great London innovation was the railway. There was a time when every schoolchild knew that the first public railway opened in 1825 and ran from Stockton to Darlington. Built by George Stephenson, the Newcastlebased father of the railways, this was the precursor of the Liverpool to Manchester railway and ultimately the national rail network. But this northern creation myth ignores the 36 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Technology capital then and now Britain’s Industrial Revolution is most closely associated with the Midlands and the North. But the capital was also a centre of innovation and enterprise, as David Waller explains.
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Above: the Thames Tunnel, designed by the Brunels, under construction, illustration, 1828. Left: Henry Maudslay, lithograph by Pierre Louis Grevedon, 1827.



claim of the Surrey Iron Railway, which ran nine miles from Wandsworth to Croydon and opened to the public in 1802-3. Wandsworth was then a significant industrial centre, with dozens of factories, foundries and breweries lined up along the banks of the River Wandle, a scene as typical of the Industrial Revolution as anywhere in Lancashire at the time. It is true that there were no steam trains on the Wandsworth to Croydon route, the carriages being pulled by horses. And instead of rails, there were stone slabs on which the wheels of the horse-drawn carts were aligned. There was nothing glamorous about its cargo of horse dung, ferried to rural Surrey as fertiliser, or the fruit and vegetables that were brought back to the Thames at Wandsworth for shipping on to Westminster and the City. Yet it is only our knowledge of what came later that might tempt us to disqualify this pioneering effort. There is a monument to this forgotten artery of commerce on the wall of what was the site of Young’s Ram Brewery in Wandsworth and the modern Wimbledon to Croydon tram travels much the same route. Workshop of the world A third great contribution was precision engineering. In 1800 Great Britain was still a craft economy, with virtually all manufactures made by hand, by skilled labourers using hammer, chisel and file. Two generations later, by the time of the Great Exhibition of 1851, the UK was the



acknowledged workshop of the world and industry was, to a great extent, mechanised. If there is one person responsible for Britain’s transformation to a machine economy, it is Henry Maudslay (1771-1831), now largely forgotten but credited by Karl Marx in Das Kapital as being the most influential mechanical engineer of the Industrial Revolution. Maudslay started his working life at the age of 12 as a powder monkey and blacksmith at the Woolwich Arsenal. He worked for a while at Bramah’s, before setting up on his own with a workshop near Oxford Street. There, he was ‘talent-spotted’ by Marc Brunel, father of Isambard Kingdom Brunel. Together they built the 49 machines for Portsmouth Block-Making factory, the first steam-powered, metal machine tools that literally shaped the modern industrial world. The factory produced 100,000 ships’ blocks a year, vital items at a time of naval conflict with France. It largely dispensed with human workers and constitutes the world’s first assembly line. Models of the London-built Portsmouth machines were displayed in Somerset House on the Strand, again to the wonderment of the population. With the profits from this contract, Maudslay opened a factory on Westminster Bridge Road in Lambeth, south London. Situated on the site of today’s Lambeth North tube station, this factory became the Regency equivalent of Google and Apple. He invented the slide-rest, a form of automatic lathe that transcended the limitations of human skill and introduced NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 37
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new standards of accuracy. He built a machine capable of making measurements down to 1/1000th of an inch, known as the Lord Chancellor, as it could resolve all engineering disputes in his workshop. The best engineers flocked to Maudslay’s factories to gain experience, including the young Isambard Kingdom Brunel. Other disciples were Joseph Whitworth and James Nasmyth, who subsequently moved to Manchester to demonstrate how to make use of London standards of accuracy and excellence. Whitworth later introduced standard measures for nuts, bolts and screws – an overlooked contribution to the Industrial Revolution – based on experiments he made at Maudslay’s factory in south London, while Nasmyth invented the steam-hammer and his company became one of the world’s great steam train manufacturers. Tin machine One of Maudslay’s friends was Bryan Donkin (1768-1855), another engineer of genius. From his factory in Bermondsey, south London, Donkin pioneered sophisticated paper-making and printing machinery. But his greatest contribution, and the fourth great London technological innovation, was the invention of tinned food, for which he took out a patent in 1812. His tinned beef, mutton and carrot was considered a great delicacy when tried by Queen Caroline and it was supplied to the Royal Navy. From these beginnings, the modern,



The contraption was modelled on the workings of a worm that Brunel had seen chomping through a log, excreting the wood as it bore through multi-billion pound global tin can industry was born. His own firm evolved into what became Crosse and Blackwell, the food manufacturer. Maudslay worked with Marc Brunel to build the tunnel shield used to dig the Thames Tunnel, the first to be built under a navigable waterway, which eventually opened in 1843 after two decades of construction. The shield was 22ft high, 37ft across and weighed 140 tons. The contraption was modelled on the workings of a worm that Brunel had seen chomping through a log, excreting the wood as it bore through. It had 24 panels, through which miners would excavate the route ahead. Inch by inch, it would be moved forward, supporting the new tunnel and allowing an army of workers to build strong brick walls and remove the detritus. The tunnel’s backers lost their investment, while many workers died during its construction. Brunel junior nearly drowned after one incident and Queen Victoria was almost killed in a collision with a steamship on the way to Wapping to visit what became an enormous tourist attraction. The tunnel, which ran from Rotherhithe to Wapping, never fulfilled its commercial potential, chiefly because there was not enough money left to build access roads for horse-drawn traffic and it was opened to foot-passengers only. Still, without the shield technology, there would be no tunnel under the English Channel. Likewise, the 1,000-ton boring machines (TBMs) creating the 26 miles of tunnels for the Crossrail project, cutting through the clay under London at the rate of 100m a week, operate on the same principle. 38 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



The original Thames Tunnel remains in service today, connecting Rotherhithe to Wapping on the London Overground. Weary commuters to Canary Wharf little suspect that they are riding through one of the wonders of the 19th-century world, though enthusiasts can visit a modest museum on the site of the Rotherhithe access shaft and on occasions descend underground for a concert or dinner in homage to the pioneers. The sixth invention is the computer, the brainchild of Charles Babbage (1791-1871), the eccentric, brilliant and very rich resident of Marylebone, who spent his life and much of his fortune trying to build what he called the Difference Engine. He was a great statistician, writer and inventor, who inter alia designed the cattle guard fixed to the front of locomotive engines to shunt errant cows off the line. ‘Would it not be wonderful if we could think in steam’, this polymath said to his friend the astronomer John Herschel, when they were pursuing their bizarre hobby of proof-reading logarithmic tables. The result of this brainwave was a machine that used the mathematical principle of polynomial differences to make calculations. The manufacturing of the thousands of delicate components, fashioned out of iron and steel, was entrusted to Joseph Clement, one of Henry Maudslay’s former employees, who opened his own factory in Elephant and Castle, south London. Clement was a great engineer but exploited his customers and charged through the nose for his services. Only a prototype was ever built during Babbage’s lifetime and he died a disappointed man, tormented by the sound of street music outside his sickroom. His ideas were utterly original, anticipating many of the features of the modern computer and thus at least 100 years ahead of their time. In 1981 a team from the London Science Museum succeeded in building the Difference Engine to Babbage’s original design, showing that it was only lack of money that stopped the machine being constructed in the 1830s. Mass production There are many more London inventions. The first commercial electric telegraphs were pioneered at the Euston end of the London to Birmingham line in the late 1830s. A couple of decades later, at his workshop in St Pancras, Charles Bessemer invented the first process for the mass production of steel: he discovered that by blasting molten iron with oxygen in an open egg-shape furnace, you could remove impurities and produce steel. Steel was previously made in crucibles, an expensive process which limited the volumes that could be produced for the expanding railway and shipbuilding industry. This London discovery triggered a decades-long boom in global steel production. Also in the 1850s, the young chemist William Perkin invented synthetic dyes in his workshop in Cable Street, east London. Samuel Colt, who admittedly invented his revolver in North America, chose a site in Pimlico for the first European production of handguns, using the very latest mass production techniques. London enterprises like these were the Google, Apple and Microsoft of their day and the likes of Bramah, Maudslay, Donkin and Babbage were the Steve Jobs, Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos of their times. David Waller is author of The Perfect Man: the Muscular Life and Times of Eugen Sandow, Victorian Strongman (Victorian Secrets, 2011). His book on early Victorian engineers will be published next year.



DAY OF THE DEAD A girl dressed as La Llorona during the Day of the Dead celebrations in Morelia, central Mexico, 2012.



Amy Fuller explores the complex origins of the Mexican legend of the wailing woman, now closely linked to the country’s celebrations of the Day of the Dead.



A



The evolving legend of



La Llorona



MEXICAN WOMAN, Juana Léija, attempted to kill her seven children by throwing them into the Buffalo Bayou in Houston, Texas in 1986. A victim of domestic violence, she was apparently trying to end her suffering and that of her children, two of whom died. During an interview Léija declared that she was La Llorona. La Llorona is a legendary figure with various incarnations. Usually translated into English as ‘the wailing woman’, she is often presented as a banshee-type: an apparition of a woman dressed in white, often found by lakes or rivers, sometimes at crossroads, who cries into the night for her lost children, whom she has killed. The infanticide is sometimes carried out with a knife or dagger, but very often the children have been drowned. Her crime is usually committed in a fit of madness after having found out about an unfaithful lover or husband who leaves her to marry a woman of higher status. After realising what she has done, she usually kills herself. She is often described as a lost soul, doomed to wander the earth forever. To some she is a bogeywoman, used by parents to scare children into good behaviour. This folk story has been represented artistically in various guises: in film, animation, art, poetry, theatre and in literature aimed at both adults and children alike. The legend is deeply ingrained in Mexican culture and among the Chicano Mexican population of the United States. The origins of the legend are uncertain, but it has been presented as having pre-Hispanic roots. La Llorona is thought to be one of ten omens foretelling the Conquest of Mexico and has also been linked to Aztec goddesses. In the Florentine Codex, an encyclopedic work on the Nahua peoples of Mexico completed during the 16th century by the Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún, we find two Aztec goddesses who could be linked to La Llorona. The first is Ciuacoatl (Snake-woman), described as ‘a savage NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 39



DAY OF THE DEAD beast and an evil omen’ who ‘appeared in white’ and who would walk at night ‘weeping and wailing’. She is also described as an ‘omen of war’. This goddess could also be linked to the sixth of ten omens that are recorded in the codex as having foretold the Conquest: the voice of a woman heard wailing at night, crying about the fate of her children. A later codex by a Dominican friar, Diego Durán, details the origin myths of the Aztec gods and discusses a goddess, Coatlicue, who is often linked to or thought to be the same as Ciuacoatl. Coatlicue (she of the snaky skirt) was the mother of Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec god of war. Durán describes her as ‘the ugliest and dirtiest that one could possibly imagine. Her face was so black and covered with filth that she looked like something straight out of Hell’. She waits for her son to return to her from war and weeps and mourns for him while he is gone. Durán also provides detail of some strange occurrences ahead of the Conquest that were purported to have troubled Moctezuma. Among these



A boat bearing Chalchiuhtlicue, the Aztec goddess of rivers and water, a detail from a 19thcentury facsimile edition of the Codex Borgia, a pre-Columbian manuscript.



is a ‘woman who roams the streets weeping and moaning’. Though these accounts fulfil some elements of the La Llorona legend, we need to look to another goddess in order to find the links to water and infanticide. According to the Florentine Codex, Chalchiuhtlicue (the Jade-skirted one) was goddess of the waters and the elder sister of the rain god, Tlaloc. Sahagún describes her as one who was ‘feared’ and ‘caused terror’. She was said to drown people and overturn boats. Ceremonies in honour of the rain gods, including Chalchiuhtlicue, involved the sacrifice of children. These sacrificial victims were bought from their mothers and the more the children cried, the more successful the sacrifice was thought to have been.



L



A LLORONA HAS also been conflated with La Malinche, Cortés’ translator and concubine. As such she is often portrayed as an indigenous woman jilted by a Spanish lover. However, there are many similar European and Old World motifs that she could also be linked to: the ‘White Woman’ of the Germanic and Slavic tradition, the Lorelei and, of course, the banshee. The trope of the barbarian girl who kills her children after being betrayed by her lover and discarded for a woman of higher status or more ‘appropriate’ race also has roots in the Greek tradition, in the legend of Medea and Jason. It is strange that such a pervasive myth could have such
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different features, but still be known by the same name. Indeed, the variations in the folk story seem to be geographical, with different regions having their own slightly different versions of the wailing woman. In addition, the legend has changed over time, seemingly to reflect the socio-political climate. Just as a source will often tell us more about the author than the subject, we can glean a lot about the story-tellers’ points of view when examining the development of this particular legend. It is not until the late 19th and early 20th centuries that the folk story can be found in print. However, when we look at them, far from finding an official version, we can clearly see that many elements of the La Llorona story change over time. LA LLORONA, A 1917 PLAY BY Francisco C. Neve is set during the reign of Philip II (1556-98). The protagonist is Luisa. She has a son with her lover, Ramiro, the son of Cortés, who is of much higher social status. Though they have been together for six years, Ramiro is due to marry the very wealthy daughter of a judge. Luisa is unaware of this and Ramiro believes that he can continue his relationship with her, if he marries in secret. Luisa is told of Ramiro’s impending wedding by a rival suitor and she is driven mad, not only by Ramiro’s infidelity and his decision to marry someone else for honour and status, but by his desire to take their son away from her. When he comes for their child after she breaks up their wedding, Luisa eventually tells him that he can have his son’s life and kills him with a dagger, offering Ramiro his body in a fit of delirium, saying that she killed him after Ramiro had killed her soul. Luisa is hanged for her crime in a public execution during which she is vilified as a witch. Ramiro is presented as very remorseful and dies of sorrow and grief when La Llorona appears to haunt him. The play satirises the class system to an extent and especially masculine ideas of honour. Ramiro’s mistress and son are an open secret among court society and whispers of gossip surrounding his love life are a prominent theme at his sham wedding. He does not garner respect from his peers and courtly society in New Spain is presented as a place of back-stabbing and chaos. The story would appear to reflect life in colonial Mexico. Although initially there was a shortage of Spanish women in New Spain, which meant that unions between indigenous women and Spanish men were quite common and not frowned upon, by the end of 16th century the population of European women was on the rise and the status of indigenous or mestiza (mixed race) women fell considerably. Upon their arrival in Tenochtitlan, the imperial rulers of the Aztecs offered women, usually their female relatives, to the Spaniards and marrying an Indian heiress became a familiar path to success. Cohabiting was also common and in some cases Spanish men would take advantage of the indigenous practice of polygamy by having a number of concubines. The fates of these indigenous and mestiza women were mixed. Some enjoyed stability and enhanced status and, therefore, benefited from these unions, but more often



The variations in the folk story seem to be geographical, with different regions having their own version of the wailing woman



ters as ‘doubts about native women’s capacity to raise their mestizo daughters were especially acute, as the Spanish emphasis on sexual purity was not valued in Mexica society.’ Generations of children were, therefore, raised as ‘Spanish’ despite their mixed heritage and taught to believe that their mothers’ indigenous culture was inferior. The situation for indigenous and mestiza women grew worse. By the end of the 16th century the availability of Spanish women meant it was no longer necessary to create honorary Spanish wives of the mestizas and, though mixed relationships continued, their legitimation dwindled. By the 17th century even Creole women were losing the status brought from their European descent due to the arrival of so many women born in Spain. The later colonial period also saw an increasing emphasis on racial purity; growing unrest and popular rebellions led to the Crown passing legislation limiting the powers of the racially mixed population. These included laws regarding segregation and legislation limiting the inheritance of mestizos from Spanish fathers.



than not they were cast aside after a few years for younger women or, more often, a Spanish wife. More alarmingly, the children resulting from the union were sometimes taken away from their indigenous or mestiza mothers in a practice that derived from a Spanish tradition of relieving so-called ‘wayward’ women of their children. The historian Karen Vieira Powers explains that ‘When this practice found its way to the New World and was applied to indigenous mothers who had borne children with Spanish men, their prescribed racial “inferiority” was combined with the “natural” inferiority of their gender to produce a generalised negative attitude toward their ability to socialise their children properly.’ This was more often the case for daugh-



Medea slaying her children, by Eugene Delacroix, 1838.



IN A 1933 VERSION of the La Llorona story, a novel and screenplay by Antonio Guzman Aguilera, the emphasis is shifted from class difference. The screenplay is set in the 1930s and the focus is on the descendants of Cortés, who are shown to have been cursed by the goddess of death during the Conquest. La Llorona manipulates the main protagonist, Margot, and tempts her into trying to kill her son with a strain of meningitis, when she learns that her lover, the boy’s father, is set to marry an American millionaire. Like the 1917 play, the protagonist is driven mad by the thought that her lover might try to take her son, but it is the words of La Llorona that are pushing Margot to madness. In this case, La Llorona turns out to be the child’s indigenous nanny, who is killed by a doctor who then goes on to save the boy. There are some parallels between this version and the 1917 play: the doctor who saves her son’s life had always wished to marry Margot but, in contrast to the earlier story, here they do fall in love and marry, legitimising Margot’s son. It appears to be a metaphor for the uniting of the NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 41



DAY OF THE DEAD Mexican people: the final image presented is of the ruins of Teotihuacan and an old, tired Indian man juxtaposed with an airplane flying overhead and a fast car, both of which drown out the sound of La Llorona’s cry, symbolising that the curse has now been broken. Here we find that Cortés becomes a focus, with his son in the role of the scoundrel. This is in keeping with the rise of anti-Spanish sentiment in Mexico during the 1930s, most evident in Diego Rivera’s murals presenting the history of Mexico in Mexico City’s National Palace. The Conquest and colonial period are portrayed as a chaotic orgy of rape, pillage and destruction of the indigenous way of life. Cortés, in particular, is painted as an ugly, balding, diseased caricature with grey skin. Far from limiting the baddies to those of Spanish descent, however, we also find that this version of the story reflects upon the contemporary discord between Mexico and the US, as the post-revolutionary leaders deployed a strongly anti-imperialist and anti-American rhetoric and foreign policy that resisted US influence. Much more surprising is the use of the indigenous nanny as a villain. Nevertheless, this was reflective of policy implemented by the Cardenas government of the 1930s in particular, which sought ‘not to Indianise Mexico, but to Mexicanise the Indian’. Though, on the one hand, the glory of Mexico’s indigenous past had long been an important part of the nation’s identity, there was also a discourse that cast the Indian and Indian culture not as truly Mexican, but rather as impediments to the unification of the Mexican nation, with mestizaje touted as the solution to this problem.



L



ATER VERSIONS of the wailing woman story present the villain as Spain and have created heroes in the mestizo and indigenous cultures. Carmen Toscano’s 1959 one-act play, La Llorona, for example, presents a harsh critique of the Conquest and colonial period, with special attention paid to the treatment of the indigenous people by the Spanish conquistadors. The spiritual Conquest is also presented as fairly shambolic and, overall, New Spain is shown to be a place of chaos with great tensions between clergy and secular authorities. The protagonist is Luisa, a mestiza, and her lover, Nuño, is a Spanish conquistador who marries Ana, a wealthy Spanish lady in secret, planning then to return to Spain. He does not appear to care for Luisa and neither are particularly interested in their children. Luisa stabs them to death and throws their bodies into the canal without much remorse. Nuño does not seem at all affected by this. Luisa is tried and hanged in the city’s main plaza, though before she is executed she gives 42 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



A skull altar from the Day of the Dead celebrations, San Miguel de Allende, Mexico.



a monologue stating that all blood is the same and that as a mestiza she does not know where she belongs or which traditions to adopt. Purity of blood is a motif throughout the play, with the conquistadors not wishing to dirty the blades of their swords with Indian blood and Luisa exclaiming that Nuño only wishes to marry Ana as they have the same blood. Luisa is glad that her children are dead so they won’t suffer like she has: having to work like a slave despite the glory of both her ancestors. She cries for her children. After her execution, Luisa takes her revenge as Nuño collapses and dies. A poet describes his sad soul and the ruins of Tenochtitlan. It would seem that the abandonment of Luisa represents the abandonment of Mexico by Spain, once its land had been exhausted of resources. Here we find a return to many of the ideas expressed in the 1917 play, though the imagery is much more explicit and seems to be representative of the ideas of Nobel prize-winner, Octavio Paz. In his 1950 essay, The Labyrinth of Solitude, Paz describes La Llorona as ‘one of the Mexican representations of Maternity’ and, as such, she is presented as a symbol of Mexican identity. This identity, according to Paz, revolves around Mexicans’ view of themselves as hijos de la Chingada. Paz explains that: ‘The verb [chingar] denotes violence, an emergence from oneself to penetrate another by force … The Chingada is the Mother forcibly opened, violated or deceived. The hijo de la Chingada is the offspring of violation, abduction or deceit.’ This violation is the Conquest, the quintessential symbol of which is La Malinche, or Doña Marina, who despite having been sold into slavery and given to the conquistadors – and therefore having limited agency of her own – has been painted as a traitor to ‘her people’. This anachronistic and highly misogynistic view that lays the blame for the defeat of a civilisation at the feet of one (disenfranchised) woman has remained popular to this day. Indeed, Paz himself states that ‘the Mexican people have not forgiven La Malinche for her betrayal’. This is in the face of indisputable evidence that the Aztecs were defeated by a Spanish force aided by thousands of indigenous allies, a fact often conveniently forgotten in popular culture. IN MEXICO’S creation myth, La Malinche has become Eve. In regard to her relationship with Cortés, Paz insists that ‘she gave herself voluntarily to the conquistador, but he forgot her as soon as her usefulness was over’ and so it is easy to see how she could be merged with the legend of the wailing woman. The fact that she bore Cortés a son has also fuelled this conflation: their union symbolises the birth of Mexico as a nation of forcibly mixed-race people. The annual performance of La Llorona on Mexico City’s Lake Xochimilco most explicitly presents the importance



Clockwise from right: Coatlicue of Coxcatlan, 14th century; Chalchiuhtlicue, pre-Columbian figure; a candlelit cemetery on the Day of the Dead, Tzintzuntzan, Mexico, 2010.
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DAY OF THE DEAD La Llorona played by Minerva Mendez in the film Halloween Horror Nights, 2011.



La Llorona is portrayed as a traitor to her people by passing information to the Spaniards, which leads to their defeat of the legend as an expression of Mexican identity. For example, one advert for the production states that: ‘Our nation was born from the tears of La Llorona.’ This version of the play runs for two weeks at the end of October and beginning of November, overlapping with the Day of the Dead celebrations, and has been performed for over 20 years. There are similar themes expressed in this play as in the 1959 version by Carmen Toscano. The Spaniards again are the villains and are fairly one-dimensional, whereas the indigenous ceremonies are completely sanitised and totally peaceful. Where it differs, however, is that the character of La Llorona is now an indigenous woman, rather than a mestiza. Similarly however, she is also seduced by a conquistador who then runs off with a Spanish lady. The indigenous girl is driven mad by her lover’s betrayal and drowns herself and her unborn child in the lake.
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HIS CURRENT VERSION of the La Llorona story is another rehashing of the Cortés/Malinche story. La Llorona is portrayed as a traitor to her people by passing information to the Spaniards, which leads to their defeat. This has now become a common element of the legend. Along with providing a nod to Doña Marina, the play also contains another element of the folk story, as it opens with an Aztec mother goddess wailing a lament for her children as a forewarning of the Conquest. This is the fullest version of the La Llorona story. Here we find the jilted woman trope finally united with the imagery of the Aztec goddess along with the act of warning her people about their impending doom and lamenting the birth of the modern Mexican nation through the mixing of blood. It is purported by the production company to be the ‘original’ version of the legend, but the evidence does
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not stack up; the codices in which we find the supposed origins for the folk story remained unpublished until the 19th century. Furthermore, the timing of the performance is telling. Though in essence Mexico’s Day of the Dead is a version of the Roman Catholic feasts of All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Days, the festival, celebrated on November 1st and 2nd, has contested origins. It is thought by some to be an indigenous tradition appropriated by the colonisers and by others as a colonial practice that has retrospectively claimed an indigenous origin in order to promote a ‘pure’ Mexican identity. According to Paz, this identity revolves around Mexicans’ distintive, jovial attitude towards death, which is bolstered by the Day of the Dead celebrations. However, the family traditions of the Day of the Dead – decorating graves and constructing altars in homes dedicated to deceased family members – are rather different to the exuberant festivities displayed in town centres for tourists to enjoy. THE DAY OF THE DEAD is seen by outsiders as the quintessential Mexican festival and has become a lucrative tourist attraction. Town councils receive state funding to put on elaborate displays, processions, exhibitions and theatrical presentations in order to attract visitors. The town of Tzintzuntzan was one of 11 that the state of Michoacán selected in the late 1970s for tourist promotion and today it has become one of the most popular destinations for Day of the Dead celebrations. The evidence would suggest that La Llorona, as she is now known, is a fairly modern myth that has evolved over time and has been used since the late 19th century to reflect and comment upon the socio-political situation of Mexico. By presenting La Llorona during the Day of the Dead celebrations, both of which have disputed origins but are thought to be ‘quintessentially Mexican’, it can be used to present to the world a new version of Mexico’s history and an official representation of Mexican identity. Amy Fuller is Lecturer in the History of the Americas at Nottingham Trent University.
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The Media’s First Moral Panic



The popularity of Goethe’s novel, The Sorrows of Young Werther, was blamed for a spate of suicides. Frank Furedi argues that it set a trend for manufactured outrage that is with us still. WHEN CULTURAL COMMENTATORS lament the decline of the habit of reading books, it is difficult to imagine that back in the 18th century many prominent voices were concerned about the threat posed by people reading too much. A dangerous disease appeared to afflict the young, which some diagnosed as reading addiction and others as reading rage, reading fever, reading mania or reading lust. Throughout Europe reports circulated about the outbreak of what 46 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Grief unconfined: illustration by Jean-Baptiste Simonet, from The Sorrows of Young Werther, 18th century.



was described as an epidemic of reading. The behaviours associated with this supposedly insidious contagion were sensation-seeking and morally dissolute and promiscuous behaviour. Even acts of self-destruction were associated with this new craze for the reading of novels. What some described as a craze was actually a rise in the 18th century of an ideal: the ‘love of reading’. The emergence of this new phenomenon was largely due to the growing popularity of a new literary genre: the novel. The emergence of commercial publishing in the 18th century and the growth of an ever-widening constituency of readers was not welcomed by everyone. Many cultural commentators were apprehensive about the impact of this new medium on individual behaviour and on society’s moral order. With the growing popularity of novel reading, the age of the mass media had arrived. Novels such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (1740) and Rousseau’s Julie, or the New Heloise (1761) became literary sensations that gripped the imagination of their European readers. What was described as ‘Pamela-fever’ indicated the powerful influence novels could exercise on the imagination of the reading public. Public deliberation on these ‘fevers’ focused on what was a potentially dangerous development, which was the forging of an intense and intimate interaction between the reader and literary characters. The consensus that emerged was that unrestrained exposure to fiction led readers to lose touch with reality and identify with the novel’s romantic characters to the point of adopting their behaviour. The passionate enthusiasm with which European youth responded to the publication of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s novel The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774) appeared to confirm this consensus. Letters of love The Sorrows of Young Werther is an epistolary novel, which recounts the tortured love of a young man, Werther. His letters reveal an intense passion for Lotte, who is already betrothed to another man. Werther cannot reconcile himself to his predicament and concludes that he has no choice but to take his life. His refusal to compromise and willingness to
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die for love resonated with the idealistic and romantic imagination of the novel’s young readers. The publication of The Sorrows of Young Werther turned into an almost instant media event. It became the first documented literary sensation of modern Europe. The novel was translated into French (1775), English (1779), Italian (1781) and Russian (1788) and was repeatedly republished in different editions. There were more than 20 pirated editions published within 12 years of its appearance in Germany. It also enjoyed remarkable success in the United States. It was one of the biggest-selling novels before the War of 1812 and, according to reports, had a powerful influence on the early American literary public. By all accounts a generation of young people adopted Werther as their hero. Many of them memorised excerpts from his letters and imitated the affectations associated with their tragic idol. It was widely reported that young men and women wept for days, even weeks, over his tragic demise. Followers of Werther also copied the fashion of their tragic hero. Groups of young men took to wearing yellow trousers in combination with a blue tailcoat and high boots in imitation of Werther’s appearance. The novel spawned a cottage industry devoted to the merchandising of Werther-related souvenirs. What was frequently described as ‘Werther Fever’ was reflected through the mass marketing of drawings, engravings and everyday objects decorated with scenes from the novel. This commercialisation of ‘fan products’ included cups and plates by the manufacturer of Meissen china. One entrepreneur came up with the brand, ‘Eau de Werther’ to market his perfume. Nor was the impact of this Werther mania an overnight phenomenon. The appeal of Werther lasted until the early 1800s. Decades after its publication, Napoleon declared his admiration for the novel and asserted that he had read it seven times. The scale of the reaction to Werther perturbed authorities throughout Europe. Many officials and critics perceived the vivid and sympathetic manner with which Goethe described Werther’s descent into self-destruction as legitimating the act of suicide. They condemned the novel as a danger to the public, particularly to impressionable young readers. The novel was blamed for the unleashing of an epidemic of copycat suicides throughout Europe among young, emotionally disturbed and broken-hearted readers. The numerous initiatives to ban the novel indicated that the authorities took these claims very seriously. In 1775 the theological faculty of the University of Leipzig petitioned officials to ban Werther on the grounds that its circulation would lead to the promotion of suicide. The city council of Leipzig agreed



Copycats: a lithograph for the premiere of Werther, the opera by Jules Massenet, St Petersburg, 1894.



and cited the increased frequency of suicides as justification for banning both the novel and the wearing of Werther’s costume. The ban, which was introduced in 1775, was not lifted until 1825. The novel was also banned in Italy and Denmark. The calls for bans were justified on the grounds of preventing the damage that a book like Werther could cause to its young readers. The Hamburg Protestant Pastor Johann Goeze denounced the novel as a ‘heinous book’. ‘Consider for God’s sake how many of our youth could end in circumstances similar to those of Werther’, he asked in his call to ban the book in order protect public morals. The bishop of Milan, a catholic, shared the apprehensions of his German protestant colleague. It was reported that he was so disturbed by the peril that Werther represented to public morality that he bought up all available copies of the novel to protect Milanese readers from its influence. Unease with the effect of Werther on its readers was not confined to theologians and public moralists. During the course of a debate on the novel in Sweden, the poet Johan Kellgren (1751-95) indicated that he was worried that the ‘Werther suicide might become contagious by suggestion and warned of literature where emotions played a dominating role’. Even one of the most prominent representatives of the German Enlightenment, the writer and philosopher G.E. Lessing (1751-91), was uncomfortable about the influence of Werther on its readers. Lessing acknowledged that he enjoyed reading the book but nevertheless he wrote to a friend that the ‘novel could cause more harm than good’. Lessing was unsettled by its sympathetic treatment of the protagonist and of the manner of his demise and feared that ‘a young man of similar disposition’ might adopt such a course of action in imitation. Although Lessing possessed an intellectual and moral outlook that was very different to the religious critics of Werther, they all shared an instinctive mistrust of their readers’ ability to resist the influence of Goethe’s apparent condoning of romantic suicide.



Followers of Werther copied the fashions of their hero. Groups of young men took to wearing yellow trousers



An epidemic of suicides In November 1784, five years after the publication of the English translation of Werther, the Gentleman’s Magazine published the following notice under its obituary: Suddenly at the Chaceside, Southgate, Miss Glover, daughter of the late Mr.G., formerly an eminent dancing master. The Sorrows of Werther were found under her pillow; a circumstance which deserves to be known in order, if possible to defeat the evil tendency of that pernicious work. NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 47
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The condemnation of this ‘pernicious’ work and the assertion that it bore responsibility for the demise of Miss Glover provided the foundation for the construction of a legend about the novel’s destructive influence on its English readers. In informing the public about a ‘circumstance which deserves to be known’, the author of this notice helped construct a story that would be integral to the folklore of suicide The notice of Miss Glover’s demise immediately roused a correspondent, ‘Theophilius’, to write a letter denouncing ‘the gloomy and violent passions that agitate and torment the mind of a Werther’. In the decades to come rumours of suicides committed by readers of Werther circulated on both sides of the Atlantic. Typically, newspapers went to great lengths to report the careful staging of suicide by individuals who drew attention to their tragic demise by clutching a copy of Werther in their dying moments. Stories of suicides staged to highlight the ‘Sorrows’ of the anguished reader acquired the status of a compelling cultural myth. Time and again allusions to the staged version of a Werther-induced suicide were accompanied by the repetition of an alleged remark made by the French woman of letters, Madame de Staël (1766-1817), to the effect that Werther ‘had caused more suicides than the most beautiful woman in the world’. Did Byron really state that Werther was ‘responsible for more deaths than Napoleon himself’? In a sense it does not matter, because like so many of the allegations made about the effects of this novel they were effortlessly integrated into the urban legend surrounding it. In the United States the campaign of moral outrage against Werther gained momentum in



by jumping off a tall building with a copy of Werther in his possession. The other case provides an account of a mother whose son committed suicide after reading it. The mother was reported to say ‘you too, my son’ had ‘underlined several parts in Werther’. This was taken as further conclusive evidence of a causal link between reading the work and a young man’s suicide. Source of anguish: first edition of The Sorrows of Young Werther, Leipzig, 1774.



Stories of suicides staged to highlight the ‘Sorrows’ of the anguished reader acquired the status of a compelling cultural myth the 1790s. During the last decade of the 18th century American publications regularly reported on the devastating effects of the novel on its readership. In 1798 one contributor to the Philadelphia-based Weekly Magazine sought to convince booksellers ‘to remove the book from their shelves, by alleging that it had already proved “the bane of more than one family” in the state’. Yet as the novel continued to be a best-seller well into to the 1800s, its critics became more and more hysterical in their attacks on its author. Goethe was charged with producing a novel that sought to romanticise suicide. It was as if America’s moral anxieties were sublimated through its reaction to this novel. As late as 1865 the German author J. W. Appel outlined two cases of suicide by readers of the novel. In one instance he cited the example of a young man who killed himself 48 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Where is the evidence? What our exploration of the narrative of Werther fever suggests is that it acquired a life of its own to the point that it mutated into a taken-for-granted rhetorical idiom, which accounted for the moral problems facing society. Warnings about an epidemic of suicide said more about the anxieties of their authors than the behaviour of the readers of the novels. An inspection of the literature circulating these warnings indicates a striking absence of empirical evidence. The constant allusion to Miss. G., to nameless victims and to similarly framed death scenes suggests that these reports had little factual content to draw on. Stories about an epidemic of suicide were as fictional as the demise of Werther in Goethe’s novel. It is, however, likely that readers of Werther were influenced by the controversy surrounding the novel. Goethe himself was affected by it and in his autobiography lamented that so many of his readers felt called upon to ‘re-enact the novel, and possibly shoot themselves’. Yet, despite the sanctimonious scaremongering, it continued to attract a large readership. While there is no evidence that Werther was responsible for the promotion of a wave of copycat suicides, it evidently succeeded in inspiring a generation of young readers. The emergence of what today would be described as a cult of fans with some of the trappings of a youth subculture is testimony to the novel’s powerful appeal. The association of the novel with the disorganisation of the moral order represented an early example of a media panic. The formidable, sensational and often improbable effects attributed to the consequences of reading in the 18th century provided the cultural resources on which subsequent reactions to the cinema, television or the Internet would draw on. In that sense Werther fever anticipated the media panics of the future. Curiously, the passage of time has not entirely undermined the association of Werther fever with an epidemic of suicide. In 1974 the American sociologist Dave Phillips coined the term, the ‘Werther Effect’ to describe mediastimulated imitation of suicidal behaviour. But the durability of the Werther myth notwithstanding, contemporary media panics are rarely focused on novels. In the 21st century the simplistic cause and effect model of the ‘Werther Effect is more likely to be expressed through moral anxieties about the danger of cybersuicide, copycat online suicide. Frank Furedi is Professor of Sociology at the University of Kent. His book The Power of Reading: From Socrates To Twitter was published by Bloomsbury in October 2015.
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Haile Selassie with his troops, October 1935.



Abyssinia C out of the shadows



Three very different writers reported on the exotic and despotic court of the Emperor Haile Selassie. Jeffrey Meyers compares and contrasts.



HRISTIAN AND NEVER COLONISED, remote and mysterious Abyssinia has only occasionally impinged on the western consciousness during its centuries of isolation. Evelyn Waugh visited it in 1930 and satirised what he saw as a barbaric country and the splendiferous coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie, who was to reign for 44 years, in Remote People (1931). He returned six years later to report and praise the Italian invasion in Waugh in Abyssinia (1936). Wilfred Thesiger, the son of a diplomat, was born in the mud buildings of the British legation in Addis Ababa, spent his childhood in Abyssinia and later explored unknown parts of the East African country. Serving in Orde Wingate’s Gideon Force during the Second World War, he helped drive out the Italian oppressors. He admired the traditional way of life and remained fiercely loyal to Selassie in his autobiography, The Life of My Choice (1987). The Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski described the revolution of 1974 that overthrew Selassie in The Emperor (1978). In the books of these three writers Selassie appears in various guises: an exotic potentate, a victim of war and rebellion and an evil oriental despot. NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 49
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EVELYN WAUGH (1903-66)



W



AUGH, WHO BELIEVED all foreigners were funny, was both fascinated and repelled by the Abyssinians and appealed to the racial prejudice of his English readers. He emphasised the tangle of incipient modernity and traditional barbarity, the clash between the dignified diplomatic corps, with their cocked hats, dangling ostrich feathers and rows of decorations, and the chaos that surrounded the shoddy pageantry and interminable religious celebrations. At the start of the coronation a vast crowd pushed into the tents erected near the cathedral and heard, amid the ecstatic dancing and drumming, the last of the singing in the all-night service conducted in the ancient ecclesiastical tongue. A salute of cannons terrified the imperial horses, which broke away and kicked their gilded coach. Airplanes swooped overhead, awakening the dozing audience. Journalists, who had to file their dispatches in time for the London morning papers and before the coronation took place, abandoned all pretence of reality and sent in the absurd inventions provided by their well-paid but unreliable informants. Waugh came to praise and stayed to mock. The poorer the conditions, the better the copy and he greatly enjoyed deflating the mystique of the country: If in the foregoing pages I have seemed to give undue emphasis to the irregularity of the proceedings, to their unpunctuality, and their occasional failure, it is because this was an essential part of their character and charm. In Addis Ababa everything was haphazard and incongruous. Always restless and in search of new material, Waugh twice ventured out of Addis. On his first trip, to the sacred monastery of Debra Lebanos, north of the capital and surrounded by desert, he contrasted his own sharp-eyed scepticism with the naïve, gullible and ill-informed Professor W, a



Above: Evelyn Waugh in the 1930s. Right: the coronation of Haile Selassie, October 31st, 1930.
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‘If I have seemed to give undue emphasis to the irregularity of the proceedings … it is because this was an essential part of their character and charm’ putative expert on Coptic ritual. The holy treasures, wrapped in a silken shawl, turned out to be two tawdry ‘coloured lithographs, apparently cut from a religious almanac and printed in Germany’. The dreary eastern Orthodox rites, accompanied by chanting and drums, were also disappointing: ‘for anyone accustomed to the Western rite it was difficult to think of this as a Christian service’. Waugh actually saw the rather tedious coronation in 1930; he heard rumours about but did not see the Italian war in 1935, on which he punned in the title of Waugh in Abyssinia. He got within 200 miles of the battleground, but ‘no news of any value came from the front’. The swarm of foreign journalists, desperate for copy, continued to pour out their preposterous fantasies. The country had inevitably deteriorated during wartime and the ubiquitous lepers had returned. No longer fascinated by the comical anarchy, Waugh was now more impatient than ever with privation and danger and more intensely critical than before. He wrote that the country of slavery, torture and mutilation:



had nothing to give their subject peoples, nothing to teach them. They brought no crafts or knowledge, no new system of agriculture, drainage or roadmaking, no medicine or hygiene, no higher political organisation, no superiority except in their magazine rifles and belts of cartridges. In the east, Harar, vicious, tyrannical and squalid, was no better than Addis. During festivals, animals were slaughtered at every street corner and children ran about ‘carrying handfuls of fresh entrails’. The jail, Waugh exclaimed, was ‘the lowest pit of human misery to which I have ever penetrated’. In Jijiga, 50 miles east of Harar, a slave wrestled with half-grown lions and officers sold bullets to their own troops. He also condemned the fierce Danakil warriors, as he had the Masai in Remote People, by asserting that they ‘had been resorting to their traditional sport of murdering runners and stragglers from the Abyssinian forces’. The blame justly fell on the feudal Selassie, who ‘could make no claim to authority on grounds of heredity; the real [defeated] Emperor was in chains, few people knew where’. All these disasters, in Waugh’s view, left the way open for the Italian invaders, the bearers of European civilisation. Selassie’s only hope lay with the League of Nations, which



Wilfred Thesiger during his journey across Arabia's Empty Quarter, March 1948.



indulged in high-minded pronouncements but did nothing to assist the Abyssinians. In the end the emperor, with no diplomatic cards to play, had to fight the overwhelming enemy. Waugh’s false claim that Selassie was driven from the country by his subjects and ‘fled precipitately’ was hotly disputed by his defenders. In fact, Selassie fought with his army on the northern front, risked capture by returning to the threatened capital and left to address the League of Nations in 1936. Waugh’s most contentious assertions concerned the Italians’ use of bombs and poison gas against the Abyssinians, who had no artillery or planes to oppose them. A civilian, far from the front, he concealed and condoned the Italian atrocities and maintained that the ‘bloodless’ bombs did little damage. Ignoring the horrors, he stated that ‘gas was used but accounted for only eighteen lives’ and that the missionary who described the suffering of ‘women and children blinded by gas, now wrote to say that their sight had been restored’. As a recent Catholic convert, Waugh welcomed the Roman conquest in 1936 and also supported Franco in the Spanish Civil War. The novelist Rose Macaulay condemned his book as ‘a fascist tract’. In 1946, after the Italians had been defeated in the Second World War, he reprinted Waugh in Abyssinia in When the Going Was Good, but quietly suppressed the pro-fascist chapters. WILFRED THESIGER (1910-2003)
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HESIGER’S CHARACTER AND LIFE were formed by Abyssinia and he remained fiercely loyal to his father’s great friend, Haile Selassie. Tall and strong, he was the grandson of a viscount and nephew of the Viceroy of India. In the late 1940s Thesiger walked alone across the most hostile and desolate landscape on earth, the Empty Quarter of Arabia. Waugh – seven years older and much shorter – aspired to become, like Thesiger, a real aristocrat and romantic adventurer. Thesiger met Waugh at Selassie’s coronation and in his autobiography, The Life of My Choice (1987), wrote that Waugh ‘was blind to the historical significance of the occasion, impercipient of this last manifestation of Abyssinia’s traditional pageantry’. Waugh wanted to join Thesiger’s expedition to the Danakils, whom he had mocked in Waugh in Abyssinia but whom Thesiger admired. Thesiger categorically refused his request and menacingly remarked: ‘Had he come, I suspect only one of us would have returned.’ In 1916, when he was six years old, Thesiger witnessed the victory celebrations after Selassie had led 60,000 men in Homeric hand-to-hand combat and conquered the old ruler, Iyasu V. The antithesis of Waugh, Thesiger recalled that his early experiences had implanted in him a life-long craving for barbaric splendour, for savagery and colour, and the throb of drums, and gave me a lasting veneration for long-established custom and ritual, from which would derive later a deep-seated resentment of Western innovations in other lands, and a distaste for the drab uniformity of the modern world. Thesiger’s portrayal of Selassie was completely different from Waugh’s and he dedicated his autobiography ‘To the memory of His late Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie’. He praised his dignity and kindness, ‘his inflexible will, his intense patience, his courage, his horror of cruelty, NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 51
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Ryszard Kapuscinski in Warsaw during the 1960s.



his dedication to his country and his deep religious faith’. Waugh claimed that Selassie had ‘fled precipitately’; Thesiger showed that Selassie had commanded his army against the Italians at Qoram. He was forced to admit that as Selassie ‘acquired power he became increasingly autocratic’, but he insisted that ‘his foremost preoccupation was always his people’s welfare’ and that he ‘had an abiding horror of cruelty and executions. He himself never sentenced anyone to death’. In fact, he would make a Shakespearean comment, like ‘Methinks I like him not’, and let his servile ministers arrange the executions. Nevertheless, Thesiger continued to revere the despotic ruler. Thesiger forcefully contradicted Waugh’s biased views of the hopelessly unequal war against the Italians, of General Graziani, of the barbaric methods of the invaders and – in defiance of the Geneva Conventions – their widespread use of poison gas. He described the ‘bitter fighting, largely swords, spears and shields against rifles, bayonets and hand grenades, that lasted until nightfall’. In a striking sentence he noted, ‘to meet a modern army, the Abyssinians lacked everything but courage’. After 425 deacons and monks were shot in Debra Lebanos, which Waugh had visited in 1930, the furious Thesiger quoted Waugh’s justification of the Italian terror and extermination. Waugh had declared that the Italian ‘civilising mission’ was ‘attended by a spread of order and decency, education and medicine, in a disgraceful place’. Thesiger was also outraged by Waugh’s attempt to cover up the use of mustard gas, a toxic chemical that burned exposed skin and lungs and formed large blisters oozing yellow pus. The soft tissue of the eyes were especially vulnerable. In his ‘New Year Letter’ (1940), Auden wrote of ‘The Abyssinian, blistered, blind’. Thesiger vividly concluded that ‘anyone who was splashed with the fluid or who breathed its fumes writhed and screamed in agony’.



52 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



RYSZARD KAPUSCINSKI (1932-2007)



B



ORN IN PINSK in eastern Poland, Kapuscinski studied history at Warsaw University, joined the official Communist youth organisation and became a journalist. In 1958 he started working for the Polish Press Agency and was sufficiently trusted by the Party to become the agency’s roving foreign correspondent, covering wars and supporting left-wing revolutions. He claimed to have seen 27 rebellions and, on numerous occasions, to have narrowly escaped death. He visited Ethiopia in 1975 and 1977. The subtitle of his The Emperor: Downfall of an Autocrat (1978) announces the theme of the book, its tripartite structure echoing that of Waugh in Abyssinia. Waugh did not see the war in the north; Kapuscinski did not see the famine that befell the same region. Like Waugh, he criticised his malicious and cynical fellow-journalists. In Abyssinia, a country of 30 million farmers, agriculture received one per cent of the national budget and the police and army – the largest in Africa – got 40 per cent. But when the emperor ordered a generous gift, the costive treasurer would dip into his bag of money as if it had been filled with poisonous serpents. The peasants were hopeless, naked and starved. Torture was pandemic and, in a humane gesture, public executions by disembowelment were replaced by a firing squad. Years later Kapuscinski matched Waugh’s condemnation of the wretched conditions: The whole nation is being crushed by misery, whole provinces are starving … anyone who falls seriously ill dies because there are neither hospitals nor physicians, ignorance and illiteracy hold sway everywhere, barbarity, humiliation, trampling underfoot, despotism, exploitation, desperation. IN A SERIES OF INTERVIEWS after the fall of Selassie, Kapuscinski tried to recapture the backward world and the



ancient art of governing that had been extinguished by the revolution, as well as the life of the emperor who had ‘tolerated corruption in the Palace, defended a backward system and accepted [indeed created] the misery of millions of his subjects’. His interviews with courtiers and servants were the most contentious aspect of the book and some details are unconvincing. The initials Kapuscinski used to identify his informants do not correspond to real people: the aristocrats and servants all sound the same and speak improbably perfect English. The formal, highly stylised, even archaic language does not include the usual proverbial wisdom or echoes of the Bible. One sceptical friend called The Emperor ‘the best Polish novel of the 20th century’. Still loyal to the emperor, the informants blamed the corrupt ministers for the disastrous revolution. But Kapuscinski’s pervasive irony revealed the opposite meaning of what the speakers intended and suggested his own criticism of the anachronistic court ritual. It seems most likely that his interviews were not recorded and transcribed verbatim, but imaginatively reconstructed from actual conversations. He thus created a new heightened reality, truer than true and brilliantly effective. The grovelling but pompous servants provided the most amusing interviews and produced some rare lighthearted moments: the cloak man placed the heavy black robes on the monarch’s shoulders; the human cuckoo clock bowed with mechanical regularity to announce the official hour had ended and to signal that it was high time to move on to the next event; the motorman, after the banquets, fired projectiles that released coloured handkerchiefs imprinted with the emperor’s image; the pillow bearer slid a comforting cushion under the unusually short imperial legs so they would not dangle awkwardly in the air; the sanitary engineer’s job, when the emperor’s pet lapdog Lulu urinated on the shoes of visiting dignitaries, was ‘to walk among [them] and wipe the urine from their shoes with a satin cloth’. But these absurdities are similar to contemporary practices in Arabian, oriental and western courts.



Soldiers salute Haile Selassie with cannon they will use against Italian invaders, 1935.



T



HERE ARE ALSO SOME unresolved contradictions. Kapuscinski states that Selassie had a well-developed intelligence service and consulted every day with his network of police informers. Despite advanced age, he had an ‘awe-inspiring prescience’ and maintained ‘a perspicacity amazing to those around him’. Yet Kapuscinski repeatedly contradicts this by quoting officials who stated that the emperor, cocooned in unreality, had no access to the truth and did not know what was happening. No one, they retrospectively added, ‘noticed the malignant growth of a conspiracy in the very centre of the Palace …. Nobody had any foreboding that the end was drawing near’. The most convincing explanation is that the intelligence services were too incompetent or too frightened to tell him the truth and that ‘he understood the end was coming and was too old to stop the impending avalanche’. The enigma at the centre of The Emperor is Haile Selassie himself, whose head, by now, uneasily wore the crown. Kapuscinski observed the clashing views – one held by Thesiger, the other by Waugh. There existed two images of Haile Selassie. One, known to international opinion, presented him as a rather exotic, gallant monarch, distinguished by indefatigable energy, a sharp mind, and profound sensitivity, a man who made a stand against Mussolini, recovered his empire and his throne and had ambitions of developing his country and playing an important role in the world. The other image, formed gradually by a critical and initially small segment of Ethiopian opinion, showed the monarch as a ruler committed to defending his power at any cost, a man who was above all a great demagogue and a theatrical paternalist who used words and gestures to mask the corruption and servility of a ruling elite he had created and coddled.



Abyssinian tribal chiefs line the entry to Haile Selassieʹs coronation site, Addis Ababa, October 1930.



His feudal court could not create a prosperous country and his mania for economic development, which never happened, was impossible without political reform. The rebels saw him as an obstacle to creating a modern state. Personal access to the emperor was the source of all wealth and power. He transacted all business secretly and by word of mouth, though he rarely spoke and kept no NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 53



HAILE SELASSIE of hunger. In Ethiopia the increased taxes on starving peasants and the widespread corruption sparked the successful revolution of 1974. When the emperor tried to placate the common soldiers with a pay rise, the generals stole the money and gave them nothing. When overseas benefactors sent vitally needed food supplies, the Imperial Treasury demanded extortionate customs fees. Selassie, now completely out of touch with reality, imagined that he was still in charge and ‘wanted to rule over the rebellion, to command a mutiny, even if it was directed against his own reign’. He even claimed, when arrested, that he supported the revolution. He only protested, as the owner of a fleet of luxurious vehicles, when he was driven away in a humble green Volkswagen. Kapuscinski supported the revolution but did not describe the horrific aftermath: the Marxist-Leninist junta, led by Mengistu Mariam (now in comfortable exile in Zimbabwe), murdered Selassie. Mengistu became the dictator and led the Red Terror in 1977-8 that killed two million people.



Personal access to the emperor was the source of all wealth and power. He transacted all business secretly and by word of mouth written records. Loyalty was paramount, peculation was tolerated, even encouraged, and he himself was corrupt. He owned 15 palaces and 27 limousines and had $100 million hidden in Swiss banks, which was not recovered after the revolution. To make himself look good, the courtiers said, he deliberately chose bad ministers who obediently carried out the death penalty. Students were suspect and he forbade building new schools and granting acreage to landless peasants. To encourage constant fear, he meted out violence in cunningly careful doses. An abortive revolution erupted in Ethiopia in 1960. Selassie’s son joined the rebels and 18 members of the royal family were arrested and executed. Hyenas roamed the streets and the emperor shot his favourite lions for admitting traitors to the palace. But the police, imperial guard and most of the army remained loyal and the revolution was crushed. Instead of responding to this threat and instituting reforms, Selassie became even more corrupt and oppressive and paved the way for the next revolution. In 1973 the television journalist Jonathan Dimbleby made a film, Ethiopia: The Unknown Famine, which provoked international outrage by showing the emperor feasting with palace courtiers while his people were dying 54 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



THESE BOOKS reveal Selassie’s astonishing transformations. He was a fearless hero in western Europe during the Italian invasion, but after the British defeated the Italians in East Africa and he returned from exile in England to regain his throne in 1941, he became even more tyrannical. All three authors wrote superbly but distorted the truth to justify their own points of view. Waugh vividly portrayed the plight of the country but he praised the barbaric Italian invasion of 1935, which he believed would civilise and improve Abyssinia. Thesiger admired almost everything that Waugh disliked: locked in his own reactionary views, he knew more but understood less than Waugh. He hated and fought against the Italians who had destroyed an ancient culture that he felt should have been allowed to survive without western interference. Dazzled by the primitive pageantry he held to the idea, not the reality, of Selassie and was blindly loyal to the colourful Abyssinians. He longed for the pristine past; loved the wild Danakil, Masai, Samburu, Bedouin and Marsh Arabs and saw Abyssinia as a kind of private theatre for his delight. He wanted the spectacle to last forever and did not really care what happened to the mass of suffering people. Conditions that were funny to Waugh were tragic to the left-wing Kapuscinski. But when he arrived in Abyssinia 40 years after Waugh and political and social conditions had not improved, he agreed with the right-wing Waugh rather than with the retrograde Thesiger and supported the disastrous revolution in 1974. Jeffrey Meyers is the author of Remembering Iris Murdoch (2013) and Thomas Mann's Artist Heroes (2014).



FURTHER READING Angelo Del Boca, The Ethiopian War, 1935-1941 (University of Chicago Press, 1969). Artur Domoslawski, Ryszard Kapuscinski: The Biography (Verso, 2012). Haile Selassie with his pet cheetahs before the Jubilee Palace, Addis Ababa, c.1955.



Alexander Maitland, Wilfred Thesiger: The Life of the Great Explorer (HarperCollins, 2006). Martin Stannard, Evelyn Waugh: The Early Years, 1903-1939 (Norton, 1987).
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Portrait of Alessandro Manzoni, with Views of Lecco by Giuseppe Molteni and Massimo d’Azeglio, 1835.



AS PART OF MY ongoing research into historical writings across the ages, I have been reading one of the key original historical novels, Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi, 1827). It is an adventure-romance set in Italy in the late 1620s, containing war, famine, love, plague, religion and many bandits. Praising its originality and structural integrity as a novel, Edgar Allan Poe suggested that it ‘promises to be the commencement of a new style in novel writing’. His enthusiasm was well founded and Manzoni’s immediate style and way of seeking the romantic in little-told narratives of the past proved influential across Europe. It is also an important foundational novel for Italian nationalism, outlining the vernacular lives of the native peasantry as they chafed against Spanish occupation. It is a corker of a book, twisting and turning, and shows the novel at a strange pass between the romance and Gothic impetus of the previous century and the psychological realism of the coming one. Manzoni was one of the very first theorists of historical fiction, writing On The Historical Novel while revising The Betrothed for its 1840 publication. Hand in hand with the establishment of the genre in the early 19th century went a methodological discussion about its purpose and effect. This can often be seen in the prefaces that authors write to their works, moments 56 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



SIGNPOSTS



The Past Made Flesh Jerome de Groot muses on how authors of historical fiction try to flesh out the bare bones of history, drawing on old and new works.



of explanation when the writer justifies their practice. This type of historiographical intervention as part of the metatext of the novel is common to practitioners from Wilkie Collins to Margaret Oliphant, from Walter Scott to George Eliot. Their self-consciousness about the form has a residual importance to modern iterations, as can be seen in the near-ubiquitous ‘Historical Note’. In his essay, Manzoni outlined key ideas about writing fictional history and reckoned that the historical novelist offers ‘not just the bare bones of history, but something richer, more complete. In a way you want him to put the flesh back on the skeleton that is history’. The historical novel can make the reader understand the bodily and create a kind of corporeal sympathy with the past. It can render something ‘richer, more complete’ in a way that mainstream historical accounts cannot. One way that historical novels do this is by concentrating on bodies themselves and how they are turned back into skeletons without flesh. Historical detective and thriller fiction allows the author to reveal the workings of society and to highlight various differences between the then and now. It gives an impetus to the understanding of historical difference and allows a character to legitimately investigate the way that a society works. Ways of understanding, defining and punishing criminal mentality, action, and psychology are evidently historically contingent and criminological definitions and



practices are hence fundamentally important in understanding pastness (as historians of many ages, including Michel Foucault, have pointed out). Crime is also a social disorder, allowing writers to place particular modes of behaviour under the microscope. Sometimes this genre can fall into an uneasy historical equivalence in attempting to ‘understand’ past crime, a kind of sense that while things change, the desire to kill others stays the same. Yet the best examples use their ‘detective’ characters to reveal far more than the identity of the killer. So what do we have in this genre to consider for now? A selection from a cross-section of historical moments, with a range of different approaches. M.J. Carter’s The Infidel Stain (Fig Tree) is a nicely executed novel about the death of a printer. It touches



Understanding the past through its crimes allows us to think about what is recorded and why ... how things really come to pass upon mania, religion, extreme poverty and radical politics, mainstays of Victorian novels but highlighted rather well. In some ways the problem here is that it is not nasty enough – novels such as Michel Faber’s The Crimson Petal and the White (2002) have pointed out the explicitness and grimness of Victorian London – although the crimes themselves are pretty grisly. The novel has moments that echo other classic neo-Victorian tropes (there are hints of Holmes, Ripper Street, Jack the Ripper, From Hell, Sally Lockhart and even Flashman here) and, as this range demonstrates, it could be argued that the primary way we understand the 19th century is through its criminality. This in itself is an historiographical shift from the whitewashed ‘Victorian



values’ of several decades ago (see the journal Neo-Victorian Studies www.neovictorianstudies.com for further discussion of this kind of phenomena). D.K. Wilson’s Traitor’s Mark (Little, Brown) is also interested in images and prints. Concentrating on the artist Hans Holbein and the world of Tudor London (a London stuffed with the echoes of other writers from Mantel to C.J. Sansom), Traitor’s Mark is breathless and fun to read. It bowls along, with some neat bits about minority populations (German) in London that work well. Finally, Lindsey Davis’ Deadly Election (Royal) returns fans of her work to the character of Flavia Alba in ad 89. Alba is the adopted daughter of Marcus Didius Falco, Davis’s hugely popular ‘informer’, and her own series is developing nicely. She is spiky and rebellious and iconoclastic and the books are entertaining. The wisecracking is not totally to my taste but there is a clear echo of contemporary crime writing here. How much do these novels tell us about their historical moments? They certainly investigate strata of society generally unnoticed by mainstream history and they are deeply interested in the lived experience of day-to-day life. They do not shy away from extreme violence and suggest often that the crimes of the past will surface in the present. They are interested in what David Peace calls ‘occult’ history (Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall also has an ‘occult’ history of Britain as one of its chapters). This is history that is unseen. Understanding the past through its crimes allows us to think about what is recorded and why, what is unseen, how things really come to pass. These novels, though, are maybe more interesting for what they tell us about our contemporary ways of engaging with history. Historical crime fiction is a huge-selling genre and suggests an expanding interest in the venal, the grim, the shadowy and the dark in our modes of seeking to understand the past. Jerome de Groot



The Silk Roads



A New History of the World Peter Frankopan Bloomsbury 656pp £25



ALTHOUGH Peter Frankopan’s latest book is written as popular history, such was its scope that I approached the preface expecting an academic explanation of methodology, intention, and, very likely, an assertion of authority over the subject. Instead, Frankopan begins with the story of a boy and a map, ‘thrilled with adventure and danger’. The same boy learned the myth of Zeus releasing an eagle at each end of the Earth and calculated that the sacred point at which they met was somewhere between the Black Sea and the Himalayas: the heart of the world. The book consists of 25 chapters and moves chronologically from the earliest civilisations in Central Asia to the Second Gulf War and touches, in conclusion, on the current challenges facing what the West terms the ‘Middle East’. Complex national, international and commercial histories, as well as a maelstrom of religious and racial issues, are in constant interplay. Yet it is never bewildering. Frankopan’s The First Crusade: The Call from the East (2012) indicated that this book would serve the Middle Ages well but it is consistently strong, on the looming, ever-present behemoth of Russia, the rise and fall of British India and the two catastrophic global wars of the



20th century. Vast issues are woven with stories of prized steppes horses, which appeared to sweat blood, murderous games of backgammon, the rich artistic life of Silk Road cities such as Baghdad, to Suez and the fantastic oil strikes of the early 20th century, the launch of Sputnik and 9/11. The Silk Roads does not only cover the East, but looks west to the Americas, deftly explaining the movement of gigantic quantities of bullion, beginning in the Renaissance, mainly by Iberian conquistadors. This metal wealth travelled across the world, where it was exchanged for luxury goods, creating a route of commerce that belted the globe, wiping out peoples such as the Incas and the Aztecs. The book also offers a look at the complicated backstory between modern Iran and the US, Israel and Palestine, as well as the Gulf conflicts. Stories of the oil-rich, names we now associate with art and philanthropy, such as Getty and Gulbenkian, echo those of the Silk Road merchants. Throughout, there is the constant theme of



The Silk Roads does not only cover the East, but looks west to the Americas commerce; the long history of slavery is frequently mentioned, detailing how people have served as international commodities for millennia. The text is painstakingly footnoted, from wide-ranging and often recently discovered sources. Almost all historians hope to offer their readers a different view but few historians could, and perhaps fewer still would, dare to write a new history of the world. Peter Frankopan, like many of the adventurers he documents, began as a young man with a map and has done what he set out to do. Lucy Inglis NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 57



REVIEWS



Xerxes



A Persian Life Richard Stoneman Yale University Press 288pp £25



Darius in the Shadow of Alexander



Pierre Briant, tr. Jane Marie Todd Harvard University Press 608pp £25



‘HISTORIANS and readers’, says the French scholar Pierre Briant at the start of his book, ‘have always been fascinated by the history of great empires and especially by their emergence and disappearance.’ The problem, of course, is that historians need sources on which to centre their views, to frame their arguments and to base their conclusions. As these two contrasting studies make clear, trying to make sense of the great Persian Empire of antiquity – and of its leaders – is a frustrating exercise. The lack of narrative sources offering a Persian perspective on the reigns of Xerxes, the subject of Richard Stoneman’s volume, or on Darius III, the focus of Briant’s magisterial study, make life difficult for the historian. As both writers make abundantly clear, it is also highly problematic that what scraps and snippets of information that can be gathered from the Persian archaeological record (much of it freshly discovered in recent decades) are drowned amid the Greek and Latin sources that tell an insistent story of Persian decadence, fecklessness and superficiality that illustrates the triumph, heroism and bravery of ancient Greece and of Alexander the Great against the mighty empire centred in western Asia. 58 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Stoneman and Briant are keen to explore how the story of the failed invasion of Xerxes and his setbacks at Salamis in 480bc and at Plataea a year afterwards and the fall of Darius III a century and a half later have set the tone for impressions of both rulers and of Persia more generally for nearly two and a half millennia. Authors who wrote about Xerxes having the sea whipped, or Darius as a coward who thought more about what luxuries to take on campaign than about military strategy, were no more reliable the closer they were to the time than they are today: authors such as Arrian, Plutarch and Quintus Curtius, says Briant, were not ‘historians’ whose



Lack of narrative sources mean that trying to make sense of the great Persian Empire is a frustrating exercise work can be trusted, but men writing exempla that were intended to instruct their readers; as such their accounts are scarcely more reliable than Boccaccio, Ferdowsi, Corneille or, indeed, the cartoonlike Hollywood blockbusters that have perpetuated the same myths and propaganda about Greeks and Persians as heroes and villains. Both these books attempt to strip these layers back, with varying degrees of success. The account by Stoneman, a distinguished classicist, is breezily written and rich with detail. His use of all available materials, ranging from the antique accounts



to A.E. Housman and Gore Vidal’s fictionalised ones of Xerxes, is ambitious, though somewhat off-putting for purists – although it does underline the enduring legacy of the traditional tales. This approach does fuzzy further the lines between fact and fiction, already hard to distinguish. ‘Perhaps Xerxes was always under the shadow of his great father’, he writes; but perhaps he was not. Briant’s book, essentially a translation of a work that came out in French a decade ago, is comprehensive, methodical and relentless. Written sources are handled judiciously and objectively, being exposed warts and all for their shortcomings. The process, though exemplary, is often a laborious one that requires grit and determination from the non-specialist reader to keep on going. Although the breadth of Briant’s scholarship is second to none and we learn much about the context of the fourth century bc, the sense is always of being one step off the pace. The opening chapter, entitled ‘The Impossible Biography’, is a statement, rather than a problem that will be solved. Indeed, by the end of the long text, writes Briant, ‘we still do not know who Darius was’. He is clear at the outset that his aim was specifically not to write a biography and, as such, his candour in recognising and pointing out the problems is reasonable enough. But he admits not to having cleared the waters, but having muddied them still further: for in addition to being no closer to understanding Darius, ‘our uncertainty about the “real” Alexander has also increased’. What these two very different books do reveal is just how little we still know about the past and how important (and interesting) it is to question truisms about the glories of Alexander or the wantonness of Xerxes – who suffered no ill effects from his setback against the Greeks (which suggests that the disastrous defeats were not that bad after all). We all know that the winners write the history; having it underlined so clearly by two first-rate scholars such as these is no bad thing at all. Peter Frankopan



The Real Lives of Roman Britain Guy de la Bédoyère



Yale University Press 241pp £20



GUY DE LA BÉDOYÈRE brings Roman Britain back to life through an engrossing study of those many individuals whose lives may escape the grand narratives of historians but leave their trace in the archaeological record. Working expertly with inscriptions, writing tablets, treasure hordes, mosaics and votive offerings, he recounts with style and originality the history of the Roman occupation of the empire’s most northerly province. From Cassivellaunus, Mandubracius and the tribesmen who witnessed Caesar’s 54 bc invasion of Britain to those holy men such as Pelagius and St Patrick who came to distinction around the time of Rome’s withdrawal from Britain in ad 410, de la Bédoyère takes real lives and builds his story. In a singularly elegant structure, he combines



De la Bédoyère’s is an imaginative and refreshing study. I enjoyed it enormously an outline narrative history with case studies investigating the experience of centurions to scholars, craftsmen to criminals. The evidence for these lives survives in a variety of ways. The correspondence of two wives of legionary officers,



REVIEWS Claudia Severa and Sulpicia Lepidina, is recorded on a wooden writing tablet excavated at Vindolanda, a fort established in northern Britain long before Hadrian’s wall. Claudia is arranging a birthday party and hopes that Sulpicia can attend. Demetrius, a Greek scholar serving under the famous Agricola, travelled as far as the Hebrides and left dedicatory offerings to Tethys and Ocean in the legionary fortress at York. Barates, a Syrian, made it to South Shields, where he set up an epitaph for his wife Regina in a mixture of Latin and Aramaic. Such remarkable peregrinations from one end of the empire to the other are mirrored in many tales of travel through military service, capture and commerce. De la Bédoyère is particularly interested in the cocktail of different ethnic and religious identities that any one resident of Roman Britain could enjoy. Different parts of the same name may suggest native British heritage and newly acquired Roman identity. It is also striking to see some of the famous names of Latin literature turn up on inscriptions. Much fun is had wondering whether the Junius Juvenalis who led forces in Britain in the early second century ad could be the satirist Decimus Junius Juvenalis, or what could connect Aulus Cluentius Habitus, who commanded a cohort of Batavians at Carrawburgh, with the rogue of the same name whom Cicero had defended two centuries earlier. Some of the most charming figures in this book have no recorded name at all. One is the hapless Aldgate-Pulborough potter, whose efforts did for Samian ware what McGonagall did for poetry. No less incompetent is the Croughton mosaicist, unable to get his measurements right, or his professional rival at Rudston, whose Venus is some way short of an ideal image of female beauty. This is an imaginative and refreshing study. I enjoyed it enormously. Matthew Leigh



CLASSIC BOOK Cabinets of the 16th and 17th Centuries, still THE ORIGIN OF MUSEUMS was wittily named the best general analysis of the subject and as after Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. authoritative and readable now as it was then. Albeit in a more modest way, it has – like DarThe discussion broadens out into the purpose, win’s classic – become a cult book, spawning a politics and evolution of Habsburg Kunstkamnew discipline in the history of collecting and mern. Hans Christoph Ackerman dissects the hua new Oxford journal ‘dedicated to providing manist collections of Basle, culminating in the the clearest insight into all aspects of collecting opening of the Amerbach Cabinet to the public activity’. There is no doubt that this book – in 1661. From then on, the essays deal with the which sold out within three months and badly needs reprinting – changed the way in which the kinds of material to be found in Kunstkammern and their sources, supply and classification. subject is now researched and taught, as well Arthur MacGregor’s ground-breaking study as making a lasting contribution to its historiof The Cabinet of Curiosities in 17th-Century ography. On a personal note, it says something Britain was accompanied by a conference visit for the conference which inspired it that its to Canterbury Cathedral to see John Bargrave’s three Oxford undergraduate volunteers, Edward remarkable cabinet of curiosities, with its fossil Impey, Giles Mandelbrote and myself, ended up from Saumur, the finger of a respectively as Keeper of the Tower, Frenchman from Toulouse Librarian of Lambeth Palace Library and a crystal from Simplon. and Curator of Renaissance Europe The editors’ holistic approach at the British Museum. proprevented the kind of pro The concept of the book vincialism that often bedevils grew out of the work that the history of collecting and Arthur MacGregor, Curator of the range is still astonishing. Antiquities at the Ashmolean The emergence of conchology, Museum and one of the two zoology and geology is part of the editors, had been doing on the mix – and this before the work of Tradescant collection, which Paula Findlen on natural history was published as Tradescant’s before Darwin. The book ends Rarities in 1983. That summer, with highly informative analyses MacGregor and his Ashmolean of Kunstkammer collections, colleague Oliver Impey with exotic objects from devised a week-long sympoThe Origin of Museums North and South America, sium in Oxford to commemThe Cabinet of Curiosities Japan, India, China and orate the tercentenary of in Sixteenth-and SevenAfrica, which made distant the Ashmolean as Britain’s teenth-Century Europe worlds tangible. oldest public museum. The Edited by Oliver Impey and As with any book which Origins of Museums brought Arthur MacGregor has become part of the together 33 papers exploring Oxford University Press 1985 cultural mainstream, it is European collecting before hard to look at it with a the rise of connoisseurship fresh eye or to remember how wild and woolly and the Grand Tour, which had been the subject some of this seemed at the time. It was the first of Francis Haskell’s and Nicholas Penny’s no less book of its kind since Julius von Schlosser’s Die innovatory book Taste and the Antique (1981). Kunst- und Wunderkammern der Spätrenaissance (1908), on which the young Ernst Gombrich cut his teeth as a student in Vienna. Both attempt to classify not only collections, but the intellectual bonds between them. The Origin of Museums stimulated the study of inventories and account books as sources, as well as the ways in which collectors lived with their objects, something The question posed for the 1983 conference and which has branched out in so many ways that it publication was very different: how did the new is now a commonplace, but remains very valusense of history and curiosity encourage virtuosi able. Cabinet collections allow us to think with to interpret the natural history of Europe, the things: ‘whatsoever singularity, chance, and the rediscovery of classical antiquity and the enshuffle of things hath produced’, as Sir Francis counter with the New World? Bacon put it. It is a legacy with which I am very The story begins in Italy, with Giuseppe happy to live. Olmi’s essay, Science-Honour-Metaphor: Italian Dora Thornton



The Origins of Museums is a cult book [that] spawned a new discipline in the history of collecting
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REVIEWS exemplars, how utterly different the past really was. This is ipso facto so because we know, as those who lived in it could not, how things would turn out, and we cannot divest ourselves of that knowledge. ‘Can we really be fair to men of the past’, wondered a historian of Tudor England, ‘knowing what they could not know? Can we, indeed, understand them at all . . . with our minds prepossessed by [knowing] the result?’ Dealing with that conundrum, Bailyn stresses the everyday realities – alien to us – that saturated those in the past:



Sometimes An Art



Nine Essays on History Bernard Bailyn Alfred A. Knopf 308pp £22.50



THESE ESSAYS by the pre-eminent interpreter of the American Revolution deal in equal measure with the impassioned perspectives that animate the creative enterprise of historians; and with the nature and consequences of the peopling of America and the antipodes by English, Scottish and Irish mariners and merchants, entrepreneurs and exiles, cast-offs and visionaries, bond-servants and African slaves. Three are new, three recent, three from the 1980s and 1990s. They are history at its best, breathtaking in sweep, awesome in discernment, unrivalled in delineation, contextual comprehension and empathetic portrayal of peoples and places past – realms glimpsed previously only hazily, if at all, through lenses occluded by bias and presentism. No work could better inspire attachment to history, awareness of its dilemmas and appreciation of its practitioners than this alltoo-brief and beautifully crafted volume. Couched within a vividly storied framework, it explains and exemplifies what makes history both narrative and analysis, eye-witnessing and hindsight, tragedy and farce, truth and error. Space confines me to only two of Bailyn’s compelling insights. One is the overriding need to remember, amid the din of mantras that extol continuity with precursors, and cocooned by what Michael Baxandall called the false carapace of seeming familiarity with iconic 60 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



We can have little notion of what were commonplaces to them – of clothing that itched, of shoes that tore the feet, of lice, fleas, and vermin; the ubiquity of filth in public places; the constant expectation of incomprehensible illnesses and sudden death; the sense of the reality, urgency and plenitude of animist forces; the absence or scarcity of print; the slow pace of communication and travel; the assumption of utterly unbridgeable social distances, distances so great as to stimulate awe, not envy. Those ordinary circumstances of life are almost completely unrecoverable precisely because they were so unremarkable, hence unremarked.



Roman republic and early empire – Bailyn suggests they shared three magisterial skills. One was the determination to so immerse themselves in the past that they could remove previous historians’ anachronistic overlays and falsifications without imposing their own. A second was the mastery of new-found or hitherto neglected contextual data. A third was the deployment of key phrases, key figures, key events to clarify essential relationships. Finally, their emotional involvement in their discovered realms made possible their imaginative grasp of the historical whole. As with Bailyn himself, vicarious but inescapable memory enlivened their analytic histories. ‘The passionate, timeless memory of the slave trade that tears at our conscience and shocks our sense of decency may be shaped, focused and informed by the critical history we write’, concludes Bailyn, ‘while the history we so carefully compose may be kept alive, made vivid and constantly relevant and urgent by the living memory we have of it.’ David Lowenthal



Likewise remote is much that was once compellingly apparent, as Thomas Carlyle wrote in 1845 of earlier English zealotry: Overwhelmed under … the wreck and dead ashes of some six unbelieving generations, does the Age of Cromwell and his Puritans lie hidden from us. Our common spiritual notions … are fatal to a right understanding of the Seventeenth Century. The Christian Doctrines which then dwelt alive in every heart, have now … died out of all hearts … The Age of the Puritans is not extinct only and gone away from us; … it is grown unintelligible. How arduous this makes Bailyn’s related imperative to understand the past in its own context! Extolling four precursors – Perry Miller on Puritan New England, Charles McLean Andrews on 18th-century Anglo-American administrative institutions, Lewis Namier on the entwined intimacies of British parliamentarians, Ronald Syme on political elites in the



Everything is Happening Journey into a Painting Michael Jacobs, introduction and coda by Ed Vulliamy Granta Books 240pp £15.99



MICHAEL JACOBS is widely considered one of the most distinguished travel writers of his generation. In particular he wrote perceptively and critically about Spain, an enthusiasm that dated back to his schooldays. When he died, in January 2014, he was working on a book on



Las Meninas by Diego Velázquez. It has now been published, assembled by his wife Jackie Rae, with an introduction and coda by the journalist Ed Vulliamy, a close friend whom Michael Jacobs had asked to undertake this task. It provides both an interesting discourse on Velázquez’s marvellous painting and a fitting tribute to a compelling author. The book was intended both as an exploration of the picture he most loved, but was also clearly conceived as a reflection on his own life. He had wanted to be a painter and indeed his love of Las Meninas sprang from this enthusiasm. Somewhat ruefully he did not become a great painter but trained instead as an art historian. His early book The Good and Simple Life (1985), a highly original exploration of late 19thand early 20th-century artists’ colonies in Europe and America, shows how accomplished he was in this field. Quite early, Michael Jacobs decided to be a professional writer, a vocation he followed with enormous discipline and dedication and the vivid lucidity that characterised his writing is very apparent even in this incomplete text. It is a great good fortune that Ed Vulliamy, also a masterful writer, undertook the task of completing the book for publication with sympathy and enthusiasm. Most importantly, it is a pleasure to read. The status of Las Meninas as a masterpiece is quite exceptional, particularly since the 19th century. It has prompted a huge number of responses and enquiries which broadly fall into two categories: those who consider it a prodigious mystery or a revolutionary work; and those who see it as a brilliant development within the conventions of art. In some ways Jacobs’ text registers the tension between the two as the writer vied with the art historian. Because the book is set up as a quest focusing on a single work rather than as part of a career and an oeuvre, while not neglecting the specific historical context, the first approach is favoured. It seems to me that in a broad



REVIEWS sense the lasting value of this book is as cultural history of our time. Sadly Jacobs’ text concludes just as he was about to enter the palace for which Las Meninas was created, but the chapters up to this point cover a myriad range of topics as the author leads up to the main subject which he could not fully explore. There is the eventful story of Las Meninas in the 20th century recounted through a series of encounters with restorers and the like. We also learn of the process of Jacobs’ own intellectual formation and his profound engagement with Spain, still something relatively exceptional in the context of Britain. Vulliamy’s coda concentrates upon a major incident in Jacobs’ life, when he sprang publicly to the defence of Anthony Blunt, not least in a letter to The Times, outraged and distressed at the general obloquy meted out at the time of the art historian’s disgrace as a result of his involvement with Soviet intelligence. Blunt had taught Jacobs



at the Courtauld Institute and supervised his PhD thesis on the 18th-century perspective artist, Gerolamo Mengozzi Colonna, who collaborated with Giambattista Tiepolo. Vulliamy’s account of this is an important record as he has taken the opportunity to explore it with others who were students of Blunt at the time. The title of the book, Everything is Happening, underlines Michael Jacobs’ fascinated engagement with the world. Both in writing and in person he had an extraordinary capacity to evoke experience. Never needing to deploy mimicry, satire or exaggerated language, he would convey the most vivid impressions. This explains the sympathy with what Velázquez, also towards the end of his life, did in paint in Las Meninas, making observation something sublime. One is reminded of W.B. Yeats’ touching elegy for J.M. Synge ‘... that dying took the living world for text …’ Charles Robertson



Conquerors



How Portugal Seized the Indian Ocean and Forged the First Global Empire Roger Crowley Faber and Faber 432pp £20



A GENERATION before Cortés landed on the coast of Mexico, the Portuguese had set out to find the sea route to India and establish control over the trade routes of the western Indian Ocean. These exploits were every bit as daring and, in the long run, even more important for the development of the modern world than the exploits of



the Castilians. Roger Crowley has told this story in a fast-moving and highly readable narrative, which covers the voyages of Dias and da Gama and the battles and conquests of Almeida and Albuquerque. His detailed reconstruction of events is based on a close reading of the works of the chroniclers, notably Barros and Correa, whose accounts were written in the tradition of the chronicles of chivalry. Crowley has many descriptions of battles and tales of Portuguese fidalgos heroically fighting the Muslim enemy, often against seemingly impossible odds. This story has been told by Whiteway, Morse Stephens, Prestage and many others, though seldom with Crowley’s narrative skill, but more recently Sanjay Subrahmanyam has introduced a different emphasis. For him, the Portuguese India project was mired in the domestic politics of Portugal, in the rivalries of the military orders of Santiago and Christ; far from being a priority, it was relations with the Kongo kingdom and the conquest of Morocco which preoc-
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REVIEWS cupied the court. The Portuguese were able to exploit the interruption of the spice routes at the end of the 15th century but the high profits they initially received were soon reduced once the route via Egypt was re-established. As with Cortés’ conquests, the victories of the Portuguese owed a great deal to the collaboration of local allies and the rivalries of the Indian and African states. Portuguese strategy was dictated by the huge problems in supplying the fleets, repairing ships and paying men. Moreover, the Portuguese soon found that supplies of gold and silver were essential for the purchase of spices and obtaining access to bullion made them move the commercial centre of their operations to the Netherlands and in the East shifted the focus to the gold-bearing regions of Africa. Recent historians have also stressed the emergence of the ‘shadow’ empire established by the large numbers of deserters and renegades who took the Portuguese diaspora to regions far beyond the control of the viceroys. The establishment of the Estado da India involved a claim to sovereignty over the sea, while the crown’s patronage over the church extended its authority over all Christians east of the Tordesillas line, claims which were without precedent in European and Asian experience. Most of these issues get mentioned in Conquerors, though not always with the emphasis that other historians would give them. However, the book only takes the reader as far as the death of Dom Manuel in 1521. At this time the duel with the Ottoman Turks had only just begun, the conquest of Diu and the Provincia do Norte lay ten years in the future and the remarkable story of the Jesuit missions did not begin until the 1540s. So 1521 seems an arbitrary point to stop and this reviewer finds it strange that Crowley dismisses Calicut as a ‘regional back water’. Arguably, as the century wore on, Calicut mounted the first serious challenge to Portuguese naval supremacy under the inspiration and organisation of the Kunjali admirals. Malyn Newitt 62 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



For God and Kaiser



The Imperial Austrian Army from 1619 to 1918 Richard Bassett Yale University Press 625pp £25



The Wars Before the Great War



Conflict and International Politics before the Outbreak of the First World War Edited by Dominik Geppert, William Mulligan and Andreas Rose Cambridge University Press 390pp £64.99



ALL TOO MUCH of the recent literature on the background to the Great War has focused on the diplomacy and has seriously underplayed the roles of military decision-makers, plans and exigencies. This has led to an underrating of the nature and character of Austrian and German bellicosity. It is instructive, therefore, to consider works looking at the military dimensions of this period. The two books under review, each valuable, offer very different approaches. Richard Bassett, a former journalist for The Times and biographer of Admiral Canaris, provides an accessible account of the development of the Imperial Austrian army, one that is alive to the nuances of Austrian society. His book cracks along with some marvellous quotations, including Franz Joseph in 1906 dismissing a prototype of an armoured car: ‘Such a thing would never be of any military value.’ While emphasising that the army entered the Great War unprepared for a major conflict, Bassett also stresses the extent to which the history of the army was far from



uniformly disastrous. Indeed, there were repeated successes, going back throughout the period of the book. Thus, alongside failures at the hands of opponents during the Thirty Years War or the 18thcentury conflicts with France and Prussia, there were, as Bassett demonstrates, military highs: 1866 brought defeat at the hands of Prussia, but victories at Custozza and Lissa, over the Italians. Far from there being any immutable path to failure, the role of particular conjunctures emerges repeatedly. Bassett is devastating about Conrad and the army leadership in 1914, notably about the drive for war and its strategic and operational mismanagement. Conrad is also criticised for failing to inform his ministerial colleagues about the reality of the military situation. Moreover, Bassett argues that, even if the Vienna statesmen had accepted Grey’s ‘Halt in Belgrade’ proposal, Conrad’s military plans would have prevented its execution. This was planning for war, not sleepwalking into it. The subsequent coverage of the war is effective, not least the successful use of gas in the Caporetto offensive. The Emperor Charles is treated favourably. The Wars Before the Great War considers the conflicts of 1911-14 involving Italy, the Ottoman Empire and the Balkan powers. The collection focuses on the diplomatic dimension but includes a valuable assessment of perceptions in the ‘European public sphere’, notably among British and German newspapers, while also looking at civil-military relations. For example, as a consequence of massacres and expulsion in the Balkans, the



relationship between Muslims and Christians was strained at all levels. From the political élites to the ordinary people, polarisation sharpened. Bruce Menning considers the consequences of threat assessments for Russian policy. He notes that these assessments ranged from pessimism to a degree of optimism. Adrian Wettstein underlines the degree to which the French army generally ignored experiences that did not conform to its thinking. Thus, the Balkan Wars were deployed to support France’s offensive doctrine. In the few areas where open discussion did exist in France, both sides could rely on on-site observers, leading to opposing interpretations. Günther Kronenbitter emphasises the belief of the Austrian military leadership that war would be rejuvenating. Markus Pöhlmann notes the difficulties the Germans encountered in gaining first-hand experience of the wars at the same time that the Balkan Wars confirmed the insight gained in the Russo-Japanese War that combined arms combat was crucial, notably open-order infantry advances after adequate artillery preparations. There was an appreciation by German observers of the ruthless mobilisation of the armed forces and society as a whole, especially in Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro. In a valuable introduction, the editors argue that the Balkan Wars anticipated the ethnic



‘Such a thing would never be of military value’, said Franz Joseph of an armoured car conflicts and violence that occurred periodically throughout the 20th century, in part because making nations out of a multinational space was a brutal process. They point out that the opportunities the Balkan states seized to assert their national claims transformed the international situation and thus accentuated the complexities of threat assessments and the linked encouragement to military action. A useful volume. Jeremy Black
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Churchill and the Islamic World



Orientalism, Empire and Diplomacy in the Middle East Warren Dockter I.B. Tauris 377pp £25



CHURCHILL’s involvement with the British Empire has received much attention but his attitude to the Islamic world has been largely neglected. Yet, as Churchill pointed out, the Empire, at its peak, included more Muslims than any other state. He was also acutely aware that, if the Empire was to endure, Britain needed to respect Muslim sensitivities. In this scholarly and wide-ranging study, Dockter surveys Churchill’s views on the Islamic world throughout his career. He paints a nuanced portrait of Churchill’s outlook, eschewing denigration and hagiography. He argues that Churchill believed that Islam and the British Empire could have a common purpose; a Victorian view, which he failed to update in his later career. The subtitle of the book is misleading. ‘Orientalism’ had little influence on Churchill’s perception of the Islamic world, except with regard to the Bedouin Arabs and perhaps to his paintings. Similarly, much of the book relates only indirectly to Islam per se. Further, India was not in the Middle East, but contained the largest number of Muslims in the Empire. Dockter does not pay much attention to Egypt before the 1950s, although it was the most populous, influential country in the Middle East. On India, he



THIS YEAR MARKS the 50th anniversary of the a scavenger hunt designed to help them engage death of Sir Winston Churchill. It also marks with Churchill’s legacy in an entertaining way, a number of historical anniversaries in which and, understandably, without too much analysis. Churchill played a significant role. For instance, The real gem of online Churchill resources it is the 60th anniversary of the end of his is www.churchillarchive.com, which links to peacetime government; the 70th anniversary Churchill Central and contains the digitised of his ‘Finest Hour’ in delivering Britain from version of papers housed at the Churchill Archive the Nazis; the 80th anniversary of the passing Centre. Though available only by subscription, of the India Act (1935), which saw the defeat of these papers have reached a much wider audiChurchill’s antiquated and misplaced campaign ence than previously thought possible, to deny home rule for India; the 90th anniversaand a recent redesign has made searching for ry of Churchill’s ruinous decision, as Chancellor documents much easier. Well-known material, of the Exchequer, to return Sterling to the Gold such as Churchill’s notes for his June 4th, 1940 Standard and the 100th anniversary of Churchspeech – ‘We shall fight on the beaches … We ill’s daring but ultimately disastrous campaign to shall never surrender’ – is itemised down to the control the Dardanelles Straits in Turkey during individual folio (CHAR 9/140A/9-28), whereas the Gallipoli Campaign. lesser-known documents, such as his general Churchill’s mark on history is extensive and correspondence from 1945 to 1964 (CHUR 2), requires intellectual consideration beyond the reveal more than 620 sub-folders, many of which traps of hagiography. Now, studying his legacy can contain over 200 individual folios. and its global effects has been made much more Perhaps the most remarkable and groundconvenient by a number of breaking online resource online resources which are is www.churchillarchivesuseful and enlightening to forschools.com. This site is academic historians, students, open access and schools may enthusiasts and schoolchilregister for full access to the dren alike. Arguably, the most digitised papers, which will high profile digital embodigive teachers access to lesson ment of Churchill is the app plans, key questions and key Think Like Churchill, released documents, organised under in 2014 by the app developer major themes such as ‘key deTouch Press (with Hodder and velopments in modern British Stoughton). Narrated by Boris and Empire history’ and Johnson, the app works like ‘Churchill: discussion, debate an interactive graphic novel and controversy’. The site centred on crucial moments also boast the useful feature in Churchill’s life, in which which, if you come across a the user tests their decisionless well-known personality making abilities against and would like to know more, Winston Churchill Churchill’s and their choices links to the online Dictionary Online Resources are analysed and evaluated. of National Biography (Oxford While the app was primarily University Press). designed for younger neophytes of Churchill, These online resources help us better unit is enriched by historical documents from the derstand Churchill’s vast and important role in Churchill Archive Centre in Cambridge. The British and world history and allow wider access app’s greatest current drawback is that there is to historical documents. This will surely help the no Android version. re-evaluation of the way that not only students Bloomsbury recently launched its open access and the wider public learn about Churchill but website, Churchill Central (www.churchillcenalso how historians engage with his legacy. tral.com), a hub for Churchill-related organisaFor instance, scholars can now place Churchill tions to collaborate on events and contribute in a broader contextual understanding of his to the ever-expanding Churchill digital profile. own social and political world, allowing them It sports an interactive timeline of Churchill’s to demonstrate Churchill’s global significance life, with an entry for each year and allows you beyond Britain and Anglo-American relations. to browse documents, photos and film clips. But, perhaps most importantly, these resources The video blog, Talking Churchill, has Churchill bring Churchill’s legacy to a new generation of scholars discussing various aspects of his life (a thinkers, who will have access to history at the project with which this reviewer is involved). click of a mouse. For younger enthusiasts, the website contains Warren Dockter NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 63



REVIEWS contrasts Churchill’s positive attitude to the Muslims, as a martial race loyal to Britain, with his negative views of the Hindus. But Churchill’s opposition to Gandhi, Brahmin rule, the caste system and child brides did not make him hostile to all Hindus, some of whom shared his reservations about representative self-government. Further, he was aware from his early days on the North-West Frontier and in the Sudan that Muslim zealots strengthened opposition to British rule. On many issues, Dockter provides a balanced, persuasive assessment of Churchill’s outlook. He stresses the importance that Churchill attached to Turkey before and after the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the Caliphate. He also explains why Churchill, in an apparent volteface, championed military action against the Turks at Gallipoli in 1915 and at Chanak in 1922. His support for a ‘Sherifian solution’ to the power vacuum created by the fall of the Ottoman Empire reflected not only the influence of T.E. Lawrence but also Churchill’s determination to reduce the cost of maintaining Britain’s new informal empire in the Middle East. On Palestine, Dockter points out that Churchill’s well-known support for Zionism was balanced by his support for Arab rule in Transjordan and Mesopotamia. He sought to create not a fully independent Jewish state but a Jewish homeland within a wider Middle Eastern Federation. His hope that Jew and Arab would work together was a well-intentioned aspiration. Dockter concludes by acknowledging that Churchill assessed the Islamic world largely on whether it would help or hurt the British Empire. Yet he also asserts that Churchill felt a camaraderie with Islam, which went beyond self-interest. Certainly Churchill assessed Muslims – like other religious groups – according, not to the details of their faith, but to the character of their conduct. Roland Quinault 64 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



Other Pasts, Different Presents, Alternative Futures Jeremy Black



Indiana University Press 252pp £20.99



ON MAY 7th, 2015, as the polls closed, it seemed certain that the Tories or, more likely, Labour, would have to form a coalition or govern Britain without an overall majority. Moments later the exit poll was broadcast and all was consternation, as expectations were overturned. As the minutes and hours become years and decades, the varnish of seeming inevitability will darken the portrait of events. It will be a diligent and perceptive historian who recreates the power of that previous uncertainty and can explain the actions of the major political players, all of whom expected a different result. A future Jeremy Black, no less. Professor Black shows, in this intriguing book, exactly why the examination of different potential outcomes can aid historical understanding. He pinpoints how the expectation of events, even when unrealised, can determine human actions and affect perceptions of both past and future. Black demonstrates that, in skillful hands, counterfactual history is more than just fun; as one ingredient among many, it can be an extremely fertile source of explanation. Black repels the gibe that counterfactualism is necessarily a plaything of the right, recalling how such ‘stalwarts of the left’, including E.H. Carr and Eric Hobsbawm, temporarily abandoned their determinism to explain how the Soviet Union would have



been different if only Lenin had been longer lived. Black accepts that political and military history is fertile territory for the counterfactual and gives us a host of examples. As for diplomatic history, he emphasises how diplomacy’s very basis is the consideration of the ‘what if’. But he also ranges more widely over economic, social and demographic history across the centuries to highlight where counterfactual analysis has been adroitly used and where (and why) it has been rejected. He examines the impact of cultural belief in creating the lens through which events are viewed and describes the refocusing caused by seismic changes, such as the Reformation. In the core of the book, Black’s major example considers how Britain and not other nations, became the world’s greatest power during the 18th and 19th centuries, interweaving the historian’s ‘Why?’ with the surprisingly non-antithetical ‘Why not?’ The author has an advantage here: his areas of historical interest may be great, but this taps into his particular specialisation as a world-leading expert on the long 18th century onwards. He does not dwell on singular accidents, such as what would have happened if James II had died before his elder



Black shows why the examination of different political outcomes can aid historical understanding brother, but on a whole network of unexpected related factors that produced both the Glorious and Industrial Revolutions. Whig determinists go the way of Marxist ones. This is not romantic ‘if only’ history or a recitation of the past’s unfortunate hard luck stories, but is far more sophisticated than that. It gives proper weight to the importance of the unexpected events of history by valuing the role of the seemingly inevitable that, surprisingly, failed to happen. George Goodwin



Twentieth-Century War and Conflict A Concise Encyclopedia Edited by Gordon Martel Wiley 440pp £19.99



THE PURPOSE of this book, whose articles are drawn (updated, though not always the ‘further reading’) from Blackwell’s five-volume Encyclopedia of War (2012), is to provide ‘the essential information on the conflicts and concepts that shaped global warfare in the 20thcentury and up to the present day’. The publisher hopes that it will be ‘accessible to students and general readers … an affordable and handy personal reference’. The editor-in-chief, Gordon Martel, has set out to cover all the major wars and conflicts during the period, each entry of from 1,000 to 6,000 words, together with discourses on matters such as chemical warfare, ethnic cleansing, psychological warfare and women and war. It is a comprehensive survey, though the ‘Arab Spring’ and the phenomenon of Islamic State evidently did not make the deadline. Nor, surprisingly, is there any discreet consideration of social media, surely the latest weapon of war. The narrative entries are very fine indeed, with excellent maps. The coverage of the First World War is extensive and complementary. The essay on the Italian Front, by Bruce Vandervort, is quite masterly, though elsewhere judgments are, perhaps in their brevity,



REVIEWS startling. David Woodward’s assessment that the costly frontal offensives on the Western Front were the only way to win the war – ‘a cruel truth’ – is a commentary of despair, a sad abnegation of strategy and generalship. There are some real gems. William Kautt on the ‘Wars of the Irish Revolution’, as the IRA’s battles with the British and among themselves between 1911 and 1923 are increasingly called, is wonderfully lucid and robust. Seumas Miller on ‘The War against Terrorism’ is measured, civilised and shrewd. Brian Farrell on the Malayan Emergency – in many ways the British army’s finest hour outside the two world wars – is outstanding. ‘Topics’ and ‘concepts’ are more problematic the more they tend to the abstract. ‘Chemical Warfare’ is straightforward enough, but Susan Grayzel’s ‘War and Sexuality’, a particularly long entry, tends more to op-ed, interesting though it is. ‘The study of sexuality is integral to the study of warfare, and vice versa’, she writes. I cannot speak for every staff college in the world, but I would be surprised if it were seen thus (yet, at least) by professionals.  Some entries seem perfunctory. ‘War and Cinema’ gets eight pages, ‘War Photography’ nine, but ‘War Poetry’ only two and a half. James Winn deals with the poets of the Great War in but a page, then asks (as an editorial writer asked in 1943) ‘Where are the War Poets’ [of the Second World War]? He finds just three before going on to Vietnam and Bob Dylan. This is, however, an accessible book, made especially handy by a good index and contents list. The reader who absorbs its variegated entries will gain a sure grasp of warfare in the 20th century, the bloodiest to date, and also of the 21st, which if less bloody looks like being no less conflict-torn. One hopes that the publisher has a second, further updated edition in preparation. Allan Mallinson



Hungry Bengal



War, Famine and the End of Empire Janam Mukherjee Hurst 288pp £30



JANAM MUKHERJEE has written an engrossing account of the most tragic event in the history of Bengal, the Great Famine of 1943, in which an estimated three million people died. The book is also a rediscovery of Mukherjee’s family roots in pre-independence Calcutta. ‘Though my tone may be angry’, he tells us, ‘it is the sorrow of my father and his generation that I have been at great pains to redeem in these words.’ Mukherjee claims that he is covering a neglected chapter in Indian history but his impressive bibliography includes illustrious Bengali predecessors, including the Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen and Harvard’s Sugata Bose. The Great Bengal Famine has figured prominently in just about every narrative history of British rule in India. What singles out Mukherjee’s book is his thesis that the famine was at the root of the Hindu-Muslim violence that consumed Calcutta during the Great Killings of 1946, thereby contributing to the even more cataclysmic partition of the subcontinent a year later. No doubt the horrors of the famine accustomed the people of Bengal to death and suffering as never before. Nor can one deny that Bengal’s frontline role in the Second World War triggered the deadly spiral in prices that put food out of the reach of the poor, even though – as Amartya Sen has established – there was no



actual shortage of supplies. But, controversially, Mukherjee then argues that famine was somehow inherent in colonial racism and capitalist greed and suggests that the famine of 1943 was a major cause of inter-communal violence three years later. Mukherjee’s economic determinism does not explain why most of the subcontinent experienced a major wartime economic boom, but nevertheless succumbed to sectarian violence in 1947. Indeed, Punjab, the breadbasket of India, experienced far worse communal massacres than Bengal and the provincial capital, Calcutta, was the area of Bengal least affected by food shortages. Mukherjee’s account does not explain such contradictions but relies instead on what he terms ‘cumulative violence that began with chronic, multi-generational poverty, was compounded by war, and brought to a catastrophic head in devastating famine’.



An engrossing account of the most tragic event in the history of Bengal, namely, the Great Famine of 1943 Mukherjee’s anger is understandable, confronted with the monumental mismanagement of Bengal’s famine by the colonial authorities in Delhi and London and the democratically elected provincial government of Bengal. But he fails to persuade that both the Bengal Famine and the partition of the subcontinent were the result of what he calls ‘the intimately entwined ideologies of war, colonialism and capital’, rather than a coincidental overlap between very distinct historical catastrophes. It is even harder for this reviewer to accept Mukherjee’s conclusion that America’s current state of ‘perpetual war … with mantras of “patriotism” and “security” monopolising all airwaves’, has ‘an eerie feeling of simultaneity’ with Bengal in the Second World War. Zareer Masani
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HAVE YOUR SAY



Letters Missing Myth Mihir Bose’s article, ‘No One is Indispensable’ (October 2015), purports to shatter a myth. It does no such thing because the myth does not exist outside the writer’s imagination. No one believes Churchill was ‘a superman’, a ‘demi-god’ or the single-handed winner of the war, which is the view that Bose attributes to numberless unidentified people. ‘Any criticism of Churchill as war leader is now seen as unpatriotic if not heresy’, he claims. Yet Churchill has always had his critics. Even the generous biography of Max Hastings, Churchill as Warlord (2010), was acknowledged to be ‘no hagiography’, in the words of one reviewer. Hastings drew attention to Churchill’s many character failings, his often weak grasp of military strategy and to various excesses. Many other commentators have taken similar, indeed harsher, lines. Ironically, in seeking to bust one myth, Bose subscribes to another: the idea that Britain won the war single-handedly against Germany. He does so in arguing that it was won because of Britain’s ‘brilliant collective effort’ rather than Churchill on his own. Neither is the case. Britain contributed significantly to the victory against Germany; most critically by standing firm in 1940 (for which Churchill deserves the lion’s share of the credit), but the country that bore the largest share of the task of destroying Germany was the Soviet Union. Christopher Richardson via email



No One’s Demi-god Mihir Bose is shooting at a target that does not exist. He claims that on the 50th anniversary of Churchill’s death the media ‘promoted the idea of him as a demigod without whom this country could never have won’. 66 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015
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In fact, no one regarded him as a demi-god. Even his most besotted admirers admitted that he had grave faults and that he made serious policy mistakes, which was hardly surprising considering the scale on which he had to operate. And he was often a poor judge of character. But the vast majority in Britain believed, rightly, in his genius for leadership and were inspired by his unique gift for galvanising the war effort, which without him would probably have faltered. His methods were often surprising and could be a sore trial to his colleagues, such as Alanbrooke. But however exasperated, they remained loyal to him. Bose pays far too much attention to an off the cuff remark by Aneurin Bevan, of very minor significance, and is wrong in saying that anyone ‘made Churchill into a superman’. He also believes, mistakenly, that the ‘postwar triumph of the Labour party owed much to the powerful collective response to the Nazis’. It would in fact have happened in one form or another anyway, war or no war, and had already begun to do so before 1939. Bose also forgets the many thousands of brave Indian soldiers who came to the aid of Britain, unlike Subhash Chandra Bose (any relation?), who made a direct appeal to Hitler to come and help him to drive the British out of India. John Jolliffe Frome, Somerset



Two Tribes Jonathan Harris (‘A Vanished World’, October) slips in, en passant, a piece of traditional 1980s defamation about CND: the ‘Soviet encouragement of nuclear disarmament groups in western Europe’. The Soviet-run World Peace Council did have some western offshoots, but the major nuclear
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disarmament goups were always most carefully independent, though much wooed by both superpowers. I do not forget the banner that we in CND carried across Hyde Park in the 1980s: ‘No Cruise – No Pershing – No SS20’ was its slogan. This independence had its funny side. Both the US and the Soviet embassies sent staff members from time to time to our tiny north London office to bend our ears in their different directions. On one occasion, by accident, the two representatives arrived almost at the same time. I had to bundle the Soviet official into the back room, allegedly to meet the staff. Meanwhile I thanked the US visitor most warmly for his visit and steered him, out of sight, to the front door. Bruce Kent via email



No More History Why does the literary world continue to give credence to Hilary Mantel’s claim that she is writing history (Letters, July)? She is writing historical fiction. Judge her writing on its literary merits, but let’s stop pretending that she is writing history Antony Beevor and David Starkey do not think she is. In September 2010, Beevor, when asked what he thought of works such as Wolf Hall said: ‘The better the novel the more dangerous it is, because readers are more likely to think it’s true.’ Mantel also continues to attack Robert Bolt’s view of Thomas More as portrayed in his play A Man for All Seasons. On at least one occasion she called that play ‘bad history’. However, Bolt did write some historical truth about More, in the preface to the 1963 Heinemann edition:



Coincidence? Or Not? Your book reviewer, John Owen, says that Timothy Snyder (Reviews, October) ‘is able to deploy compelling evidence to the effect that, where state institutions remain intact (even under Nazi occupation), Jews were better insulated from Nazi exterminatory programmes’. An example he gives is Denmark. I find nothing compelling about this evidence. One could equally state that in Protestant countries, or in those parts of countries that were mainly Protestant, Jews were in less danger from the Nazi occupation than in countries that were mainly Catholic or Orthodox. This would include Germany itself. ‘State’ institutions were stronger, one could argue, in almost all Protestant countries, in Europe, the Dominions, the US and the UK. This may be sheer coincidence, but I doubt it.



He [More] distinguished himself first as a scholar, then as a lawyer, was made an Ambassador, finally Lord Chancellor. A visitors’ book at his house in Chelsea would have looked like a 16th-century Who’s Who. He corresponded with the greatest minds in Europe as the acknowledged champion of the New Learning in England. He parted with more than most men when he parted with his life.



Leonard Gold London WC2



Christopher Rule Gilmore, ACT, Australia



The Australian academic, Emily Sutherland, examined Mantel’s portrayal of More and concluded: From the information that we have, Thomas More may not be as wise and saintly as some have portrayed him, although these portrayals are often tempered by religious or political considerations. However he does appear to be a far more admirable and ethical character than the one portrayed in Wolf Hall.
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Reassuringly intelligent. Comfortingly rational.



Coming Next Month The Indus Civilisation: Lost and Found



The achievements of Ancient Egypt and Classical Greece are well known; less so are those of the civilisation that appeared in Asia’s Indus Valley in the first half of the third millennium bc. One reason for the enigma surrounding the Indus is that it disappeared around 1800 bc, remaining invisible until the 1920s. Andrew Robinson details the civilisation’s dramatic rediscovery and celebrates its technological sophistication and economic vigour.



Colonial Encounters of the First World War



In photographs taken during the Great War, West Indians and New Zealanders load ammunition together, a Maori lumber-worker talks with an elderly French woman and Greek children play with Australian soldiers. At first glance, the conflict appears to have created spaces for a range of cultural exchanges, which would subsequently shape military experience. Yet, writes Anna Maguire, such images obscure the true impact that such encounters had upon the racial assumptions that underpinned colonial rule.
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A Law for One and All



The Romans left no secular legal imprint on Britain. Nor did the Celts. The Anglo-Saxons brought Germanic customs to the island and the Vikings imposed Danelaw. Yet not until the reign of Henry II, the first Plantagenet king, was the Common Law established in Britain. Surveying its evolution over the subsequent centuries, Harry Potter argues that the Common Law’s survival and continuing relevance resides in the vigorous maintenance of age-old liberties and high standards of impartial justice.



Plus Months Past, Making History, Signposts, Reviews, In Focus, From the Archive, Pastimes and much more.



The December issue of History Today will be on sale throughout the UK on November 19th. Ask your newsagent to reserve you a copy.



PICTURE ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



The winner for September is P.J. Casey, Nelson, Lancashire.
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Pastimes Amusement & Enlightenment



The Quiz 1 Which US Civil War general rode a horse named Traveller?



22 Who has been described as ‘the man who taught Europe phonetics’?



2 In the judgement of the Spartan king Cleomenes, ‘Homer is the poet of the Spartans’; who is the poet of the Helots?



23 Murasaki Shikibu is known for producing the first what? 24 Which philosopher popularised the use of the name ‘Tudors’?



3 To what does poudre de succession or ‘inheritance powder’ refer?



25 Which historical boundary is marked by Gask Ridge between Perth and Dunblane?



4 Where did Edward III describe as the ‘brightest jewel in the English crown’?



14 What famous manuscript did Godeman of Winchester produce?



6 In the search for who or what did Britain’s police first use aeroplanes?



16 In 1746, William Cullen became the first academic in Britain to lecture solely on which subject?



7 Which dictator’s favourite daily treat was reportedly ‘seed toffee’?



17 The Wars of the Diadochi followed the death of who?



8 Which European monarch is credited with coining the phrase ‘a dog is a man’s best friend’?



9 The Austrian occultist Guido von List expounded a Neo-Pagan movement known as what?



18 Which Holy Roman Emperor is often referred to as the ‘last knight of the Middle Ages’?



10 Implemented by the US after the Second World War, what was Operation Paperclip?



19 Who succeeded Macbeth as king of Scotland?



11 According to Lady Oona Chaplin, what would her husband Charlie have ‘thought ridiculous’? 12 According to Gertrude Stein, ‘there will never be anything more interesting in America’ than what? 13 Who first wore high heels? 70 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



20 Which British writer is responsible for the myth surrounding the Mary Celeste through the publication of ‘J. Habakuk Jephson’s Statement’ in 1884? 21 What did the British journalist and soldier Charles Repington name with a book published in 1920?



ANSWERS



15 Driven in the 18th century, what was a ‘pig-ass’?



1. Robert E. Lee. 2. Hesiod. 3. Arsenic. 4. Calais. 5. Aberdeen; Aberdeen Harbour Board. 6. Agatha Christie. 7. Joseph Stalin. 8. Frederick the Great. 9. Wotanism. 10. The plan to offer employment to German scientists to deny the Soviet Union access to their skills. 11. The theft of his corpse in 1978. 12. The Civil War. 13. Persian horsemen in the ninth century. 14. The Benedictional of Æthelwold (963-984). 15. An ass which draws a cart filled with crockery. 16. Chemistry. 17. Alexander the Great. 18. Maximilian I. 19. Lulach the Idiot, his stepson. 20. Arthur Conan Doyle. 21. The First World War. 22. Henry Sweet. 23. Novel, in the 11th century ad. 24. David Hume in The History of England (1754-61). 25. The northern boundary of Roman Britain.



5 In which city was Britain’s oldest surviving business established in 1136?



Prize Crossword



Set by Richard Smyth 26 Greek goddess identified with the Roman goddess Athena (6)



ACROSS 1 Sir Hans ___ (1660-1753), physician and collector (6) 4 French title of a two-volume 1580 work by Michel de Montaigne (6) 8 Theodosia ___ (d.1677), nonconformist writer and her husband’s biographer (7) 9 Thomas Curson ___ (1776-1833), publisher of parliamentary proceedings (7) 11 Concerning or resembling the author of the Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) (10) 12 Ancient city of Mesopotamia, now Surghul, Iraq (4) 13 Jaroslav ___ (1833-1923), Czech author of The Good Soldier Schweik (1921-23) (5) 14 ‘Thou has conquered, O ___’ – reputed dying words of the Roman emperor Julian (8) 16 Basque name for the Spanish city destroyed by British and Portuguese troops in 1813 (8) 18 See 21 20 Bishan ___ (b.1946), Indian leftarm spin bowler (4) 21/18 Musical institution founded in Austria in 1498 (6,4,5) 23 Joseph ___ (1672-1719), journalist and politician (7) 24 Gerald ___ (1925-1995), author and conservationist (7) 25 Sir Henry ___ (d.1688), Welsh privateer (6)



DOWN 1 City on the banks of the Alabama River, site of a major civil rights protest in March 1965 (5) 2 In Greek myth, the son of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon (7) 3 Massachussetts island, central to the early US whaling industry (9) 5 ‘Slander, meanest ___ of hell’ – Tennyson, ‘The Letters’ (1855) (5) 6 Football club founded as Dial Square in 1886 (7) 7 Port on the west coast of Scotland, birth-town of the agriculturalist Sir James Caird (9) 10 Byname of Richard Neville, 16th Earl of Warwick (1428–71) (9) 13 Construction on the Colorado River, named in honour of the 31st President of the US (6,3) 15 Brittany fishing village at which Jasper and Henry Tudor were forced to land in September 1471 (2,7) 17 National Theatre auditorium, modelled on the ancient Greek theatre at Epidaurus (7) 19 Ethel ___ (1882-1968), Leedsborn industrial hygienist (7) 21 Heroine of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (5) 22 Crimean resort, location of a major international conference in February 1945 (5)



The winner of this month’s prize crossword will receive a selection of recent history books Entries to: Crossword, History Today, 2nd Floor, 9 Staple Inn, London WC1V 7QH by November 30th or www.historytoday.com/crossword



Six degrees of Separation EDWARD BULWER LYTTON



Edward Bulwer Lytton (1803-73)



John Everett Millais (1829-96)



English novelist, poet, playwright, and politician, published the book, Vril: the Power of the Coming Race, whose name was borrowed for the beef extract Bovril, invented by …



Member of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood of painters, which was founded in his home on Gower Street in London, five doors down from …



Millicent Fawcett (1847-1929)



John Lawson Johnson (1839-1900)



Pioneer of women’s suffrage who led the British government inquiry into the concentration camps in the Boer War, whose memorial was designed by …



Scottish nutrition promoter and food manufacturer, who died on board his yacht, White Ladye, which had once been owned by ...



Sir Edwin Landseer Lutyens, (1869-1944)



Lillie Langtry (1853-1929)



English Actress who was painted as ‘A Jersey Lilly’ by …



By Stephanie Pollard and Justin Pollard



British architect whose wife was Lady Emily Bulwer-Lytton, granddaughter of ...



NOVEMBER 2015 HISTORY TODAY 71



STIFF UPPER LIPS



FromtheArchive The reputation of Britons as a people who tightly control their emotions in the face of adversity is not necessarily a deserved one, argues Thomas Dixon.



Is it British to Weep? WERE YOU A SOBBER or a cynic in September 1997? Those of us over 30 will remember how the British nation was divided in its emotional reaction to the death of Diana, Princess of Wales in August that year. It was a tragic end to this woman’s difficult life, but many were appalled by the public emoting that ensued: the waves of sentimentality, the seas of flowers, the oceans of tears. Were the British not a hardy island race, accustomed to enduring the most extreme trials and losses with dry eyes and firm hearts? Whatever happened, journalists repeatedly asked, to the stiff upper lip? Many considered the atmosphere of fervid emotion distinctly un-British, likening the response to the mass emotions inspired by foreign fascist leaders. In a column for the Daily Telegraph headed ‘Where is this, Argentina?’, Boris Johnson likened it to a ‘Latin American carnival of grief’. Just a few weeks later Gavin Weightman wrote his piece for History Today, turning to the past to ask how ‘British’ the recent events had been. Weightman wrote that the British were ‘expected … to control their emotions’. This is what we might call the Brief Encounter theory of British national character, recalling the clipped vowels and repressed feelings of the would-be adulterers in David Lean’s 1945 film. As Weightman put it, British people might expect other nations to indulge in surges of popular emotion, ‘but not our people, who have a world-wide reputation for their reserve and self-control’. Weightman suggested several events as historical precedents for displays of British emotion, including the wild public celebrations of the relief of Mafeking in May 1900, at the end of a 72 HISTORY TODAY NOVEMBER 2015



seven-month siege by the Boers. The news that Robert Baden-Powell and his men had been rescued led to scenes of ‘emotional exuberance’. A writer for the Nineteenth Century magazine worried that such emotionalism was out of keeping with ‘what is best in our characteristics as a race’. In fact, in 1900 the idea of the British as an unemotional race was a relatively new one. There are a few traces of comparable ideas in the 18th century – especially after the French



The ideal of the British ‘stiff upper lip’ only took definitive shape during the 20th century Revolution, when observers began to emphasise differences between British and French emotional styles. However, the very idea of national and racial characteristics is a 19th-century one and the ideal of the British ‘stiff upper lip’ only took definitive shape during the first half of the 20th century, as an imperial and increasingly militarised national culture responded to the trials of two world wars. If we look back to the death of Lord Nelson in 1805, a different set of comparisons can be made. I have not found any suggestion in contemporary responses to Nelson’s death that there was anything un-British about it. Newspapers were scattered with poems with titles such as ‘Britannia’s Tears’ and ‘The Tears of Albion’. It was reported of the sailors who attended the funeral that ‘the manly tears glistened in their eyes, and stole reluctantly down their weather-beaten cheeks’. Although no one considered this un-British, some doubted whether such tears were manly. One sailor



described his fellow men as ‘soft toads’ for ‘crying like a wench’. Weightman ended his article by predicting that the British would return to their old ways, with grit and restraint triumphing over emotionalism. Subsequent tendencies have, if anything, been in the opposite direction, as almost any prime-time television programme reveals. Indeed, the television has done much to transform our emotional lives during the long reign of Elizabeth II. An estimated 20 million people watched her coronation in 1953. The BBC’s Listener magazine reported that something extraordinary had happened to the British people: ‘Through their television sets they found means … to participate in the service and commonly … those who were watching were moved to tears.’ These tears, the article concluded, had unified the nation: ‘We were all one.’ A nation unified in their tears in response to a royal event. The response to Diana’s death was not so un-British, as you might think. Thomas Dixon is author of Weeping Britannia: Portrait of a Nation in Tears (OUP, 2015).
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