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‘History as you’ve never seen it before.’  Dan Snow

‘Irreverent, witty and fabulously well-informed. Histories of the Unexpected is a blast of historical treats and full to the gunwales of extraordinary connections and trivia from the past.’ James Holland

‘History isn’t straightforward. It’s a complex web of twists and turns. This book will show you how surprising, exciting and downright unexpected history can be.’ Jania Ramirez

‘This is a wonderful, eclectic and entertaining history of everything, full of fascinating, surprising stories.’ Suzannah Lipscomb
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INTRODUCTION

This book was born from our Histories of the Unexpected podcast series, which has provided us both, as professional historians, with more fun and intellectual stimulation than anything either of us has ever done before. It has fundamentally changed the way that we think about the past – and the present – and we hope that it will do the same for you.

The idea is simple. We believe that everything – and we mean simply everything, even the most unexpected of subjects – has a history, and that those histories link together in unexpected, and often rather magical, ways.

This book is intended as a journey of historical discovery that tackles some of the greatest of historical themes – from the Tudors to the Second World War, from the Roman empire to the Victorians – but via entirely unexpected subjects.

You will find out here how the history of the beard is connected to the Crimean War; how the history of paper clips is all about the Stasi; how the history of the bubble (and also cats) is all about the French Revolution; how the Titanic, the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Ground Zero are all connected, and what they have to do with Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations; you will come to understand why the history of the scar is so important; why the history of chimneys is so charming; why the history of snow is so inspirational.


The past to many is still often presented as the study of great men and women, events, wars and revolutions, cultural movements or epochs that move us from the ancient and medieval to the modern world. Some historians privilege different aspects of the past such as religion, society, economics, gender, politics, military affairs or ideas. All of this is useful; it brings different perspectives and insights to our study of the past. However, history as we know and understand it today is exceptionally complex and interconnected, and no one perspective on the past is really adequate in order to unpack it in its entirety.

We hope that Histories of the Unexpected will help to bridge this gap between the well-established scholarly embrace of complexity – achieved through mind-bending thought paths and innovative research – and the public appetite for digestible but meaningful and thought-provoking history.

Essentially, we believe that reading about the past in a predictable, linear way is unsatisfactory. History is like a maze; to get the most out of history you need to ramble around it, get lost in it – and then hope you can find your way back to the beginning. That, therefore, is EXACTLY how we have written this book: each chapter links to the next and the last to the first.

Let’s begin with your hands, which are holding this book…






•1•

THE HAND

[image: line]

The history of the hand is all about… time travel, medieval magic, cave painting, royal power, intimacy and grief.

Knock, knock…

Knock, knock…

What are your hands doing? Ours are knocking on the door of your brain. They are waking you up. They are starting a conversation. They are starting this conversation – by typing. Yours, presumably, are holding a book or tablet. But how many different ways have you used your hands today? And how many more different ways will you use them before tomorrow? You have presumably got dressed, washed, prepared food, fed yourself, picked up or put down an enormous variety of objects, communicated to yourself by touching or communicated to others by writing, typing or gesturing. Maybe you have shaken hands, waved goodbye, raised your fist in anger or delivered a thumbs-up or ‘OK’ sign to broker friendship.

Such gestures from the past survive in the present day in a number of forms, but perhaps most powerfully in prehistoric art dating from as far back as 40,000 years ago.







	

	CAVE PAINTING

	





Hand stencils are a common visual form of prehistoric art. They have been discovered across sites in France, Spain, Africa, Australia, Argentina and Borneo (which are thought to be by far the oldest examples c.40,000 years ago). They were created either by blowing or spraying paint made from charcoal or a pigment called red ochre over the hand, thus creating a type of hand shadow – the most common type of images that survive – or by covering the hand in paint to create a print.

[image: Prehistoric rock]

Prehistoric rock drawings and handprints in the caves of Cueva de las Manos, Río Pinturas, in the province of Santa Cruz, Patagonia, Argentina.

In our evolutionary past the hand was significant because the opposable thumb, fine motor skills and the manual use of tools was a distinctly human characteristic that distinguished Homo sapiens from animals. Hands had significance in prehistory in other practical ways: digits for counting, or the hand’s span as a rough and ready way of measuring; the height of horses was also measured in hands. It is no surprise, then, that hands were one

of the commonest forms of visual expression in our most ancient history. The compulsion to create art, moreover, is one of the few but crucial things that define us as human, along with the ability to think and plan for the future and also (and here is the historian writing) the ability to remember and learn from the past. These hand stencils, therefore, are not just part of the history of art but evidence for the evolution of the modern human mind; they are a chapter of the very earliest history of Homo sapiens.

The creation of these images is believed to hold some form of magical or ritual significance and we know that, in some locations, the prints would have been extremely uncomfortable for a person to make on their own, and that other prints would have been impossible to make without help. In these single hand prints, therefore, is some of the earliest evidence of human teamwork. In some locations there are so many hand prints in one place that the artwork would have taken both planning and considerable time. They also show a surprising variety of hand shapes, sizes and patterns. Intriguingly, many have been shown with apparently amputated digits. The belief that the images were accurately depicting hands with missing fingers has now been consigned to the past. Our modern understanding focuses on the way that the hand can be manipulated by bending fingers inwards or downwards – in much the same way as it is for shadow puppetry – to make the hand shadow appear unusual.

This in turn suggests that the fingers were somehow significant in ancient communication. Researchers have even tackled the question of who left these prints and it remains uncertain. Recent work has suggested that three-quarters of the surviving Neolithic hand prints from eight cave sites in France and Spain were likely to have been made by women. This research was itself based on the work of a British biologist who discovered that men and women can be identified by the relative lengths of their index and ring fingers.







	

	A HISTORICAL CLUE

	





This raises the interesting question of the hand as a historical signpost. Not only can hands be ‘read’ in history for gender, but also in other, simpler ways for differences in age, race and class related to hand size and the colour and condition of the hand’s skin. Workers’ hands, for example, are often marked by the signs of manual labour, with calluses or fingers lopped off, an indication of the dangers of work, especially among factory operatives. These might be compared to the pampered hands of the pianist or the history professor, or the clerk’s hands stained with ink. One Victorian clerk, Benjamin Orchard, wrote bitterly of his lot in 1871:


We aren’t real men. We don’t do men’s work. Pen-drivers – miserable little pen-drivers – fellows in black coats, with inky fingers and shiny seats on their trousers – that’s what we are. Think of crossing t’s and dotting i’s all day long. No wonder bricklayers and omnibus drivers have contempt for us. We haven’t even health.



Inky figures were, for the Victorian clerk, a marker of occupation, a stain on their hands that signified their Bob Cratchit-like, lowly place within society.

Hands could be physically distorted, mutilated through agricultural accident or otherwise broken and shapeless through torture. The breaking of hands was one of the techniques of the torturer’s trade. In his Latin autobiography the Jesuit priest John Gerard describes his imprisonment in late Elizabethan England, and the torture that he underwent because of his involvement in the networks that surrounded the Gunpowder Plot. His hands were so badly mangled that, at first, he was not able to hold a pen:



I could scarcely feel I had anything between my fingers. My sense of touch did not revive for five months, and then not completely. Right up to the time of my escape, which was after six months, I always had a certain numbness in my fingers.



With broken hands, therefore, he was barely able to write, a clear intention of the torturers: writing was one of the key ways in which imprisoned Jesuits communicated, in secret letters and invisible ink, with the outside world.

Not only could your hands betray you to a historian but also to the law. The ‘criminal hand’ itself might even be missing – cut off in punishment – or burned as a public branding of criminality. It was a public sign from which it was very difficult to escape. In Tudor England a criminal could escape a death sentence by claiming ‘benefit of clergy’, in other words saying that they were a member of the Church (a defence that required someone simply to read from a Bible), and they would then be burned on the thumb so that they could not use this legal loophole a second time. When the sixteenth-century English wastrel and serial womanizer Anthony Bourne sent a Frenchman to murder his wife Elizabeth by stabbing her with a dagger, the would-be killer (for the act of violence failed) was identified as a criminal by dint of his being ‘burned in the hand’.

Hands are also fascinating for the historian because they age over time – they are a historical document in their own right, as they become marked by signs of ageing, by liver spots, blemishes and wrinkles, and their skin loses its elasticity. One of the most beautiful observations of this is in a painting by the American artist Thomas Eakins (1844–1916) called The Writing Master (1882) [see fig. 1]. It is the most magnificent observation of a man who has dedicated his life to his hands by a man who has also dedicated his life to his hands, but in a different way. For this artist’s father, Benjamin Eakins (1818–99), was a calligrapher and

teacher of penmanship. Notice how the light falls so beautifully on the hands of this venerable, professional man at his work. If you were lucky enough to shake Benjamin’s hand you would find it cool and soft, like silk.

Here Eakins holds a pen with which he is communicating, but hands have long been an important way of communicating in their own right, and many of the gestures with which we are now familiar – the handshake, the thumbs-up, the V-sign, the salute, the high five, the fist bump – are all embedded with symbolism. Others in history, such as the biting of one’s thumb or the flicking of the chin, are less well known and have meanings in distinct contexts that we are still discovering.






	

	GRIEF

	






Exeter Cathedral Founded in 1050 in Exeter in the south-west of England and rebuilt in the Gothic style between 1258 and 1400. Notable features include the carvings on the west front, the longest uninterrupted vaulted ceiling in England and an astronomical clock.



Consider the pulling of one’s beard. On the west front of Exeter Cathedral in Devon is one of the great architectural features of medieval England. Begun in 1340 and not finished for 130 years, this screen of well over 100 carvings marked the end of a great phase in the building’s history when the Norman cathedral (founded in 1133) was rebuilt in the Gothic style. Statues inhabit niches on three rows and all are surrounded by detailed and exquisite carvings of plants, animals and angels. The entire screen covers almost a third of the cathedral’s west front. Originally the image screen would have been entirely coloured;

what we see now, though still impressive, is but a shadow of the building’s former glory – one of the casualties of the Reformation.

All of the medieval statues were carved from local limestone, a perfect material for working but also one which suffers from erosion. A good number of the statues have lost many of their characteristics, but one stands out from all of the others for the quality of its execution as well as the rather odd gesture that it depicts. Here is a man, immediately to the side of the west door, hunched over and pulling at his beard. To our eyes it seems peculiar but in the medieval period we know that this particular gesture was associated with grief. One of the most vivid depictions comes from the eighth-century epic poem The Song of Roland, which describes the Emperor Charlemagne coming across the body of his nephew on a battlefield. His reaction was both violent and very public. Surrounded by soldiers ‘weeping violently’ the emperor ‘pulls at his white beard and tears his hair with both hands’.

[image: arrow1]


Charlemagne (742–814) Otherwise known as Charles the Great, during his reign Charlemagne united most of Europe. He was king of the Franks (from 768), the Lombards (from 774) and, from 800, the Holy Roman emperor.



The meaning of these statues in Exeter remains something of a mystery and the identity of each is still debated. There are definitely depictions of apostles, prophets and evangelists and also the kings of Judah. The old man stroking a beard is certainly a king, identified by his crown and royal bearing, and if you are looking for an English king whose entire reign and subsequent reputation was defined by grief, you need look no further than Henry I (1068–1135), whose only son died in a shipwreck in 1120, plunging England into a long and bloody civil war. Accounts say

that, on hearing the news, he collapsed with grief. And he never smiled again. It is likely that the statue is of this most miserable of English kings.

This beard-pulling gesture is personal, emotional and instinctive, and it is part of a history of gesture that includes any kind of body movement, from standing, walking and sitting, to kissing, hat-tipping and bowing. The moving human body itself is an unexpectedly valuable historical text.






	

	ROYAL POWER

	





Within this history, the hand has also played an important part in ceremonies, such as the joining of hands in marriage, or the lifting up of hands in oath taking. One particularly interesting example of this is the ‘royal touch’, a ceremonial laying-on of hands to cure disease, and in particular a nasty skin complaint known as scrofula. Linked to tuberculosis, scrofula was a disease that caused great lesions on the neck, which resulted from an infection of the lymph nodes. In more advanced cases the masses on the neck would swell and rupture, leaving what was essentially a festering open wound. With the decline of tuberculosis in the second half of the twentieth century, scrofula became less common. Throughout the Middle Ages in England and France it was believed that the royal touch – the laying-on of hands by the sovereign – could cure disease. This supposed ability to cure what became sometime known as the ‘king’s evil’ was connected to the divine right of kings, and popular superstitious belief in the quasi-magical power of medieval monarchy. Anglo-French kings were able to harness popular beliefs to legitimize their rule, with charisma working alongside military and fiscal might to buttress their position.

The earliest mentions of the miraculous healing attributes of the royal touch occur as early as the eleventh century, with

supplicants often offered ‘the royal coin’ by members of the monarch’s inner circle, which may have guaranteed an audience at this display of supernatural powers. This practice continued into the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and beyond, with Elizabeth I of England (1533–1603) reputedly laying hands on more than 1,000 of her subjects on a single occasion. The flamboyant French king, Louis XIV (1638–1715), while averse to the practice of touching the infected, saw more than 1,700 sufferers in one day, while the recently restored English monarch Charles II (1630–85) is thought to have touched upwards of 100,000 of his people in these healing rituals, even though they were frowned upon by the Church as a backward superstitious practice. The proximity that it allowed ordinary people to royal personages perhaps survives today in the crowd-pleasing public perambulations by the British royal family or in their regular garden parties.

[image: Charles II]

Charles II performing the royal touch; engraving by Robert White (1684)







	

	INTIMACY

	





The historical significance of the hand is also all about the significance and meaning of the bare or naked hand – as opposed to a hand encased in a glove. The protocols of when it was acceptable to reveal one’s hand were influenced by customs of politeness. As a general rule subordinates would go bare-handed in the presence of their social superiors, and women were more likely to be allowed to cover their hands than men. In seventeenth-century England it was customary to have bare hands in the presence of royalty, or when in church, or when at court. It was also deemed good manners to have bare hands when eating or when shaking hands, the bare hand being seen as intimate and friendly unless it was unbearably cold. In seventeenth-century Polish society a subordinate would kiss the hand of a superior. The polite thing to do was for the recipient of the kiss to proffer a bare hand; failure to do so expressed displeasure, as in the case of Ladislaus IV Vasa (1595–1648) who in 1644 held out a gloved hand to one of the burghers of Cracow to kiss, a gesture of the utmost royal disapproval. Bare hands, in short, were a mark of respect.

Historical hands were also ‘gendered’ – which is to say that men’s and women’s hands were viewed as being different. Women’s fair hands were idealized as sensual representations of female beauty. In his sixteenth-century conduct manual, the Italian courtier and writer Baldassare Castiglione (1478–1529) addresses the subject of women’s hands:


It is the same with the hands; which, if they are delicate and beautiful, and occasionally left bare when there is need to use them, and not in order to display their beauty, they leave a very great desire to see more of them, and especially if covered with gloves again; for whomever covers them seems to have little

care or thought whether they be seen or not, and to have them thus beautiful more by nature than by any effort or pains.



In popular wedding practices in premodern England it was traditional for the bride to go bare-handed, which was symbolic of purity and intimacy, while the bridegroom’s hands could be covered. The eroticism of the intertwining of men’s and women’s hands – of the act of holding hands – is explored in Romeo and Juliet (Act I, Scene v) when Romeo, taking Juliet’s hand, considers


If I profane with my unworthiest hand

This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this:

My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand

To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.



Here Juliet’s ‘sacred feminine’ hand is contrasted with Romeo’s profane and rough male hand – which raises the very important question of what happens when you cover up a hand, and the unexpectedly fascinating history of gloves…






•2•

GLOVES

[image: line]

The history of gloves is all about… the holy Roman empire, gift giving, poisoning and manliness.

James has a historical glove fetish. It is only a recent thing, but over the last few years he has developed an obsession with gloves – the object that the Germans delightfully call Hand-schuh (hand shoe) and the Anglo-Saxons knew as glof. Part of this has to do with the intricate beauty of gloves from the past – the skilful leather and silk work, the stunning embroidery and designs – but more than anything it is the tangible and intimate connection that gloves have to the past that is so enchanting. These objects once gloved the hands of those who made history: to study them is the nearest thing to being able to actually touch the past.






	

	THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE

	





Take, for example, this magnificent bejewelled imperial glove, one of a pair that dates from the period immediately prior to 1220 [see fig. 2]. Probably made in Palermo in Sicily, it was part of the

ceremonial regalia of the holy Roman emperor, and is the most spectacular historical glove that either of us has seen. Think Michael Jackson… only more sparkles. The gloves are made of red silk, and decorated with a dazzling number of jewels, pearls, enamelled plaques (or badges) and gold metal thread. On the front – the palm side of the glove – an eagle with outstretched wings, the emblem of the holy Roman empire, is depicted in intricate goldwork and the detailed patterning continues on the back of the glove, with two birds featured on the cuff. It is possible that the gloves were illustrated by the gifted German artist Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) in a portrait of Charlemagne (742–814), which now hangs in the Germanisches Nationalmuseum in Nuremberg [see fig. 3]. At this particular point in history, it seems clear that nothing said imperial power quite like a glove. These ornate bejewelled gloves were part of a coordinated and rather glamorous outfit worn by the emperor, the opulence of which symbolized magnificence, status and grandeur. They would have cost a small fortune to make, the intricate jewel work and embroidery a labour of love by master craftsmen.






	

	SHAKESPEARE

	





This question of how gloves were made takes us into a glover’s workshop, perhaps even that of William Shakespeare’s father, John Shakespeare (1531–1601), a glover in Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire. At the time, as well as actually making the gloves, being a glover included preparing hides and tanning leather, a labour-intensive and rather gruesome business, and one which would have formed a significant part of Shakespeare’s early life. Unsurprisingly, therefore, references to glove making regularly crop up in Shakespeare’s plays and bring to life this curious industry.


In Act IV, Scene iv of The Winter’s Tale, the characters Mopsa and Autolycus both make reference to perfumed gloves at the sheep-shearing festival; in Love’s Labour’s Lost Biron swears ‘By this white glove’ (Act V, Scene ii, line 411), while gloves are referred to as gauges issuing a challenge to combat by both Henry V and King Lear. In The Merry Wives of Windsor (1602) Shakespeare connects the leather-working tools of the profession to a male character, Master Slender: ‘Does he not wear a great round beard, like a / glover’s paring-knife?’

The paring knife* was an extraordinary item, a sharp and heavy circular cutting tool with a wooden handle which was used in the strenuous process of preparing skins, whereby the blood, hair and fat would be scraped off prior to the tanning process. Only once the leather had been treated could it then be cut to fit the size and contours of the hand. This heavy-duty and filthy work was generally undertaken by men, with women later employed as embroiderers to add the decorative elements and designs to the leather gauntlet. The industry itself was regulated by the medieval guild of the Worshipful Company of Glovers, first founded in the fourteenth century and still thriving today, as an important part of the ceremony and rituals of gloves and glove making.






	

	RITUALS AND RELICS

	





The glove itself was imbued with ritual and symbolism. Gloves were used for liturgical purposes in Rome from the tenth century, and in other regions even earlier. Often knitted, with intricate embroidered religious designs, these beautiful sacred garments survive in museums throughout the world, testifying to a medieval glove-related practice that continues in the high ceremonies of the Catholic Church today when celebrating solemn pontifical mass, but which, post-Reformation, was

rendered obsolete in Protestant countries.


Reformation A schism in Western Christianity begun in 1517 in Germany which became a widespread cultural upheaval that led to the rise of Protestantism and altered Europe forever.



At the heart of liturgical glove-wearing rituals was the desire to separate the holy from the worldly, to preserve the blessed purity of the host and prevent contamination from ‘human’ hands. A tapestry originating in the southern Netherlands and dating from 1400–10 depicts several bishops in religious garb, which included gloves, and many examples of such religious gloves survive in museums today. These include an exquisite pair of ecclesiastical gloves held by the Victoria and Albert Museum in London dating from sixteenth-century Spain, knitted out of red and yellow silk wrapped with silver strip, and with the Christian monogram IHS** on the top of the glove.

Similarly, gloves played an important part in the ceremonies of the British monarchy. Queens Elizabeth I (coronation 1558) and Elizabeth II (coronation 1952) both had ornate pairs of gloves produced by the Glovers Company to commemorate and play a central part in their coronations, which were worn when carrying the orb and sceptre of state, themselves hallowed objects. Within civic life, mayors and aldermen wore gloves of office, and were often painted in portraits wearing such gloves, which stood as visual testimony of their power. Gloves were also part of a whole series of rituals and ceremonies connected with rites of passage: they were presented to guests at weddings as tokens, while at funerals in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries pairs of black gloves were passed out to mourners as marks of respect. Gloves clearly fitted into the ceremonial customs of all walks of life.


Gloves associated with famous historical figures, such as monarchs, could assume a sacred status as relics after their owners’ deaths. Gloves survive that are purported to have been worn by Mary, Queen of Scots (1542–execution 1587) and Charles I (1600–execution 1649) on the scaffold. Mary’s glove was an exquisitely embroidered leather gauntlet, whose pattern features a bird in flight and whose edges are trimmed with silver pendant beads, while King Charles’s gloves, which survive at Lambeth Palace Library in London, and date from around sixty years later, were larger leather gauntlets, embroidered with metalwork and edged in silk trim. Charles’s gloves are even said to have royal bloodstains from his execution. These gloves have now assumed a status as Royalist relics connected to executed monarchs, which is quite separate from their function as gloves worn by a woman and a man at particular points in time. They clearly demonstrate how gloves can come to mean different things throughout their life cycle: practical gloves worn for protection or fashion could then be given as a gift, passed on as an heirloom, or kept as a treasured relic memorializing their one-time wearer.


Lambeth Palace Library Founded in 1610, it is the library of the Archbishops of Canterbury and one of the main archives for the history of the Church of England.








	

	SEX

	





The varied meanings of the gloves in different contexts show that what one actually did with a glove was important. During the medieval and early modern period and beyond, for a man to strike another man with a glove was to issue an insult or challenge to combat, while for a woman to drop a glove in front

of a man, or to be painted with a single dropping glove, was a sign of sexual availability. A wonderful example survives in a portrait of one of Elizabeth I’s maids of honour, Anne Vavasour, attributed to John de Critz in around 1605, which depicts her in a highly fashionable embroidered gown, with one glove on and the other one dangling in the fingers of her left hand – a sign of her sexual availability. It is therefore perhaps unsurprising to learn of her chequered romantic life, which saw her enter into an adulterous affair with the queen’s champion Sir Henry Lee, and a bigamous marriage in 1618.

The wearing of gloves by a woman at the royal court enabled her to touch another courtier or to dance with a man, and the removal of a glove was a gesture that could be erotically charged, as in the famous glove scene in Thomas Middleton’s play The Changeling (1622) where Beatrice-Joanna drops a glove hoping that the handsome Alsemero might find it, but instead it is picked up by the detested retainer De Flores; finding this out she casts the other glove down, now wishing to disown both, the first having been touched. De Flores’s reply is savagely sexualized, punning on his own hide being tanned, and violating her gloves by forcing his fingers into them:


I know she had rather wear my pelt tann’d

In a pair of dancing pumps than I should

Thrust my fingers into her sockets here.

I know she hates me, yet cannot choose but love her.




Thomas Middleton (bap. 1580–d.1627) Playwright and contemporary of Shakespeare and son of a bricklayer. His plays include The Honest Whore (1604), The Roaring Girl (1611 with Thomas Dekker), A Chaste Maid in Cheapside (1613) and A Game at Chess (1624).









	

	GIFT GIVING

	





The discarding of gloves here represents a rejection of someone detested, and yet the opposite is also true, and there is a distinct history of giving gloves as gifts. Take Elizabethan Tudor England where gloves were intimately connected to the custom of gift giving at the royal court, and are listed in the fascinating New Year’s gift rolls. These are wonderful historical sources; 12-foot-long vellum rolls that on one side recorded all the gifts presented to the monarch, and on the other, all the gifts that she gave in return. They thus record not only the elaborate ritualized gift exchange at the heart of Elizabeth’s political regime, but also precisely who is in favour in any particular year throughout her reign, since it was an honour to be allowed access to the monarch’s person at court. Among the many different kinds of gifts listed are several dozen assorted and bejewelled gloves given to the queen by men and by women. The 1579 gift roll, for example, records the following entry: ‘By Mr. William Russell, a paire of gloves, garnished with gold and sede perle’.

Women of the bedchamber were also key figures as political intermediaries, and the delivering of gifts – including gloves – formed an important part of this complex political exchange, as recorded by Frances Lady Cobham in a letter to Lord Burghley which reports that ‘her majesty hathe resevyd your gloues and lykethe well of them and wylled me to thanke yow for them’, adding that the buttons and silk that garnished them ‘plesethe her much’. Many of the pairs of gloves presented to the queen were in fact perfumed, including in January 1578 ‘By the Lady Mary Sydney, one peir of perfumed gloves, with twenty-four small buttons of golde, in every of them a small diamond’. Perfuming gloves with exotic scents lent the gloves a refined and exclusive edge, but also usefully masked the strong smell of leather.


The fact that Elizabeth received perfumed gloves is particularly interesting as it raises the olfactory problem that historians face of recreating a ‘smellscape’ of the past. It’s certainly nice to know that Elizabeth received perfumed gloves, but it would be wonderful to know what that perfume smelled like. Recipes for perfuming gloves appear in manuscript and print throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, including writer Gervase Markham’s heady glove perfume recipe in his English Housewife (1615) which was coupled with a notably sexualized recommendation that women should let their scented gloves ‘dry in your bosom, and so after use them at your pleasure’.


To perfume Gloues

To perfume gloues excellently, take the oyle of sweet Almonds, oyle of Nutmegges, oile of Benjamin of each a dramme, of ambergreece [ambergris] one graine, fat Muske two graines: mixe them all together and grinde them vpon a Painters stone, and then annoint the gloues therwith: yet before you annoint them let them be dampishly moistened with Damaske Rose water.








	

	POISON
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Christopher Marlowe (bap.1564–d.1593) English playwright, poet and government agent. The son of a shoemaker. Stabbed to death in a house in Deptford.



The giving of gifts to the monarch was something done personally, an intimate act that required access to the royal person, which was therefore fraught with security problems because perfume was intimately connected with poison; the glove in Elizabethan England – when access to the queen was strictly

controlled – was a much more effective assassin’s weapon than the knife. Gifts of poisoned gloves were not unknown, so much so that they were dramatized in Christopher Marlowe’s play Massacre at Paris (1593), in which the character of the Old Queene fatally accepts poisoned gloves, remarking


Me thinks the gloves have a very strong perfume,

The scent whereof doth make my head to ache…

… the fatal poison

Doth within my heart: my brain-pan breaks,

My heart doth faint, I die.



Rather than being absorbed through the skin by wearing the glove, the poison was administered through the fumes of its smell. Elizabeth’s reign is notable for the almost constant threat of assassination which hung over her. Early in her reign in 1563, draft precautions in the hand of William Cecil, Secretary of State, regarding the ‘apparel and dyett’ of the newly installed queen warned her not to accept ‘Apparel or Sleves’ or ‘Gloves’ from any stranger, lest they ‘be corrected by some other fume’ – in other words, in case the gloves’ perfume was poisoned.

[image: arrow1]


William Cecil (1520/21–1598) One of the most important Tudor statesmen. A page of the chamber to Henry VIII, he became Elizabeth’s chief adviser.








	

	MANLINESS

	





This idea of a history of gloves presenting a danger to their wearer raises the important question of its opposite – the history of gloves providing protection to their wearer and what that can tell us about the culture in which they were made

and worn. Gloves were worn for protection in a whole host of activities, each with its own extraordinary history, from the wearing of rubber gloves for cleaning with domestic chemicals to wearing kid gloves – that is to say gloves made out of kid skin for its own peculiar qualities – for protection from flash fires in modern warships. Baseball gloves in particular are a fascinating window into the past because they are now such an icon of the sport, and of America itself, and yet baseball players did not, initially, wear gloves. The game, which has murky origins at the end of the eighteenth century but first became popular in America during the American Civil War (1861–5), was initially played at slow speed and all throwing was underarm. Gradually however, speed, athleticism and the frequency of play increased until, in the 1870s, calluses and broken bones were the mark of a baseball player. They were also, in this post-Civil War era of Industrial Revolution, the mark of a man, a symbol of masculinity. Against this background the glove was adopted for fielding in baseball.

The exact origin of glove wearing in baseball is unclear but it is certain that one of the earliest pioneers was Charles C. Waite, a first baseman for New Haven in Connecticut who wore a glove in a match against Boston in 1875. His glove was a fingerless mitt without any of the modern webbing that characterizes the modern glove but, crucially, it was a light-brown ‘tan’ colour – the same colour as his skin. Waite chose this colour for the specific reason that it would be difficult for the spectators to see: there is a history of shame in glove wearing, for he chose the colour to preserve his masculinity. He was later queried about his glove by another player, the famous pitcher A. G. Spalding. Waite admitted to Spalding that he was ‘a bit ashamed’ to wear it which was the reason he had chosen the colour. His attempt to hide his glove failed and he was teased and taunted by spectators and fellow teammates. However, the idea began to gain

some traction and, a year or so later, Spalding set up a sports equipment company and began to manufacture and sell baseball gloves. Spalding’s reputation helped the glove overcome the stigma and the gloves he sold were almost black; they had transformed from something that was hidden to a proud symbol of the sport, which the baseball mitt came to define, and which challenged American perceptions of masculinity.






	

	PROTECTING THE PAST

	





But what of the flip side to this history? What of people wearing gloves to protect the objects they are holding rather than their hands? This is a question intimately linked with history itself and the practice of being a historian, specifically when handling historical objects, and particularly historical manuscripts.

We have all watched historical documentaries where the presenter leafs through an old book or touches a rare manuscript having donned a pair of white gloves, an image intended to inspire in the viewer a sense of awe in these sacred literary remnants of the past. But gloves are a trick used by the documentary director to instil that sense of wonder when, in the world of archives, it is well known that wearing gloves can in fact be harmful to manuscripts. Experts agree that, instead of wearing gloves, the reader or ‘toucher’ should wash and dry hands before use, thus removing any oils that could potentially damage the manuscript. Clean and dry hands are infinitely preferable in the majority of circumstances. Wearing gloves when handling books, manuscripts or fragile paper can endanger the item being viewed as it reduces manual dexterity and the sense of touch, increasing a tendency to grab. The gloves’ cotton fibres, moreover, may lift or dislodge pigments, inks or other material on the surface and the cotton can snag surprisingly easily on page edges. Gloves do have their place in archives, but only in

very specific circumstances – such as the handling of lead seals or old photographs.

The practice of historians wearing white gloves is, in fact, a relatively recent phenomenon dating from the nineteenth century, probably begun by photographers keen to protect negatives from greasy fingerprints. From there cotton-glove use spread to rare book and archives reading rooms. Archivists are now rising up together in their war on gloves. In 1999 the unthinking and widespread use of gloves unleashed a torrent of reaction from specialists. The curator of rare books at Smith College, Massachusetts, wrote: ‘I require my readers NEVER to wear gloves of any kind, except when handling photographs. Where is the logic in making the nice people wear an ill-fitting thing which makes them more clumsy and reduces their sense of touch?’ It’s an important point for any historian intending to ‘read’ an object, for you must do so with your hands as much as with your eyes, whether it be a glove or a written document, because touch is a profoundly valuable historical tool. The main thing to remember if you are handling documents is that you should wash your hands thoroughly first to ensure that they are rid of all chemicals – which raises the important question of the history of perfume…

* A good example survives at the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust in Stratford.

** Iesus Hominum Salvator (Jesus Saviour of Man)
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PERFUME
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The history of perfume is all about… memory, squid beaks, the Reformation, cats, napalm and the plague.






	

	MEMORY

	





There is an unexpectedly intense relationship between smells and memory. The French novelist Marcel Proust (1871–1922) identified smell as a key mechanism for evoking a remembrance of the past, famously writing in his novel In Search of Lost Time (1913)


But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after the people are dead, after the things are broken and scattered, taste and smell alone, more fragile but more enduring, more unsubstantial, more persistent, more faithful, remain poised a long time, like souls, remembering, waiting, hoping, amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unflinchingly, in the tiny and almost impalpable drop of their essence, the vast structure of recollection.




Think of the different periods in your own lives. What distinct smells allow you to recall early memories? A childhood evoked by a mother’s perfume; freshly mown grass; lime groves in Greece; lavender in Provence; or perhaps the smell of the toilet cleaner that scented the lid and bowl as you threw up drunk for the first time as a teenager. Such smell-memories are deeply personal, and trigger associations and meanings from former times.

The reason for this, the scientists of smell tell us, is because tiny olfactory receptor cells in the nose relay information to the brain associated with ‘good’ and ‘bad’ smells where they are then stored for later recall. We know this thanks to Richard Axel and Linda B. Buck, the 2004 Nobel Prize winners in physiology or medicine, and their impressively titled research on ‘Odorant Receptors and the Organization of the Olfactory System’. The prize committee’s official summary explained that


A unique odour can trigger distinct memories from our childhood or from emotional moments – positive or negative – later in life. A single clam that is not fresh and will cause malaise can leave a memory that stays with us for years, and prevent us from ingesting any dish, however delicious, with clams in it. To lose the sense of smell is a serious handicap – we no longer perceive the different qualities of food and we cannot detect warning signals, for example smoke from a fire.



This then is how we understand smell today, but that understanding itself has a history – it is the history of how smell has been understood across time, in specific locations and periods. And here the history of smell is related to the history of the senses as connected to the body: touch (the hand), taste (the tongue), hearing (the ears), sight (the eyes), and of course the sense of smell itself (the nose).







	

	HISTORIC SMELLS

	





The history of perfume, or in other words of smell (the olfactory history of the past), is a challenging one to write, since odours from centuries ago seldom linger. Only in very rare instances do smells actually survive from history, and their rarity gives them a powerful historical pull.

Two significant examples have survived from shipwrecks where the ship has, for one reason or another, been sealed as a time capsule. Henry VIII’s warship the Mary Rose sank in battle off Portsmouth harbour in the summer of 1545. She sank with such force that her hull was driven deep into the mud of the Solent, which wrapped her in an anaerobic blanket for 437 years. She was raised in 1982 revealing an entire Tudor world. One of the areas of the ship that was preserved forever in the blink of an eye was the surgeon’s cabin. In his medicine chest was a collection of jars containing a variety of ointments and other ingredients for medicines, and when the archaeologists first pulled the corks from one of the bottles they were met with the whiff of Tudor menthol.


The Mary Rose An English warship launched in 1511 during Henry VIII’s reign that became one of the world’s most important historic ships. She served for thirty-four years in wars against France and Scotland before sinking off Portsmouth during a battle against the French in 1545. The wreck was raised in 1982.



Another example comes from a shipwreck off Bermuda discovered in 2011. This ship, the Mary Celestiar, foundered in 1864, and sealed in her bow were a number of unopened perfume bottles made by the famous London perfumiers Piesse & Lubin

(est. 1855). A great deal of historical material survives about these intrepid and ingenious partners who transformed the history of perfume. W. G. Septimus Piesse in particular was a genius who invented the concept of ‘notes’, a scent scale used to rank the odours of perfume. Rather brilliantly, Piesse described this as an ‘odaphone’. Piesse & Lubin created some of the most famous scents of the Victorian period, which reads like a ‘greatest hits’ of historical perfume and also provides a window into the fascinating question of Victorian marketing strategies.


Ambergris (1873)

Hungary Water (1873)

Kiss Me Quick (1873)

Bouquet Opoponax (1875)

The Flower of the Day (1875)

White Rose (1875)

Frangipanni (1880)

Kisses (1880)

Myrtle (1880)

Frolic (1894)



For all that we know about these men we did not know what any of their perfume actually smelt like until the discovery of that Bermudan shipwreck. In 2014, however, science and history collided. One of the perfume bottles was opened, its contents analysed and the perfume was reproduced by the Bermuda Perfumery.

This is not the only example of heritage scientists collecting, cataloguing and understanding historic odours using pioneering methods. The technique used in Bermuda is fabulously entitled ‘gas chromatography with mass spectrometric detection’, and it has also allowed scientists to collect smells from old books, objects and buildings using carbon sponges that absorb the

organic compounds they emit. These are then run through the instruments to produce what is effectively a blueprint of – or recipe for – the chemical components of that particular smell. ‘Old book smell’, for example, is acetic acid, furfural, benzalde-hyde, vanillin and hexanol. This is nothing less than the scent of history itself: the fact that smell has a history may be surprising, but who knew that history itself has a smell?

By breaking down smells in this way it is possible to record and then reassemble smells at a later date, which has huge implications for museums and heritage sites, as well as historians interested in odiferous aspects of the past. Think of the potential for recreating the waft of fresh buns from the bakery at the Tower of London in 1078 when it was built. Less appetizing is the potential for recreating other types of stench, though there would be value in it.

What of the smell of gangrene from a wounded soldier during the First World War, or the sewers of Viking Jorvik, or the hideous pits of the tallow chandlers on the banks of the Thames where they boiled up animal bones and fat to make candles?


The Worshipful Company of Tallow Chandlers A livery company of the City of London founded around 1300 to protect and regulate the trade in tallow, a valuable product made from animal fats and used in the production of tallow candles, oils, ointments, lubricants and preservatives.



Hideous maybe, but it is important. Contemporary records often mention stench, and of the very worst kind. The smell of the burning of human flesh in particular is one that sears itself in the brain. The horrors of Auschwitz or of napalm as remembered in sensory ways are partly connected to the horrors of smell.


A survivor from Auschwitz, Esther Grossman, described the hell-like experience of life in the concentration camp:


I could never eat a piece of meat because of the smell of burning flesh and hair. We saw the flames, heard the screaming, and smelled the burning flesh and burning hair. All night long we heard screaming. The flames were shooting high, and the whole sky was red.



One can only imagine the horror caused by such a smell, which was so specific to a particular time and place, and is unbearably and indelibly scarred on the human memory of survivors.






	

	PERFUME INGREDIENTS

	





The recreation of aromas is, in some instances, made possible by surviving perfume recipes. These can be found in a variety of places: herbal manuals, gardening books, religious tracts and accounts of the plague. From these literary sources we are thus able to reconstruct something that is sensory.

A seventeenth-century English recipe book contains the following sweet-smelling recipe for ‘A Perfume to Burn’, indicating the methods by which perfumes during this period were commonly home-made:


Take 2 ounces of the powder of juniper, benjamine, and storax each 1 ounce, 6 drops of oyle of cloves, 10 grains of musk, beat all these together to a past with a little gum dragon, steeped in rose or orange flower water, and roul them up like big pease and flat them and dry them in a dish in the oven or sun and keep them for use they must be put on a shovel of coals and they will give a pleasing smell.




Unusual ingredients used for perfume were so well known that they could also be mentioned for comic effect in plays, as in Shakespeare’s As You Like It (Act III, Scene ii) where a conversation between two characters touches upon the misunderstanding of the shepherd Corin that ‘courtiers’ hands are perfumed with civet’, something that is used to mock his rustic simplicity, but also poke fun at the court. The scene is all the more fun when the shepherd has it explained that civet is, in fact, ‘the very uncleanly flux of a cat’ – the discharge from a cat’s anal glands. Civet, however, really is a perfume ingredient – it is a fixative, and that changes the way we should think about this example. Like all good comedy it has its roots in truth and here that truth was twofold: on the one hand there was truth in the fact that the courtiers perfumed their hands; on the other there was truth in the fact that perfume was often made from quite extraordinary, and occasionally deeply unpleasant, ingredients.

Perhaps the most famous such ingredient was, and still is in some modern perfume, ambergris. Scientists still don’t know exactly what ambergris is but what they do know is unpleasant enough. Simply put, ambergris is something that forms in the intestines of sperm whales. Sperm whales primarily eat squid, and the discovery in lumps of ambergris of the only hard bits of squid – their beaks, eye lenses and a quill-like organ known as a pen – has led scientists to believe that ambergris is part of a process designed to break down or eject that which cannot be digested. A sperm whale regularly vomits out these tough bits of squid, but occasionally it does not and the beaks and eye lenses pass into its intestines where it begins to form into ambergris. The process, therefore, is the result of an imperfection or failure in a whale’s digestive system. In time the mass of squid beaks solidifies, grows larger and eventually acts as a dam, forcing the gut to absorb faeces, which builds up behind it. Exactly how the ambergris is then ejected is also uncertain – but it is either

excreted or, in the case of particularly large lumps, it blocks the intestine of the whale, causes its death by internal rupture and then only emerges to float in the sea once the whale’s corpse has rotted and been torn apart by a million ravenous sea creatures. In every case ambergris is exceptionally rare because it has been estimated that it is only created in one per cent of sperm whales.

Once in the sea the ambergris then goes through another transformation process as it is baked by the sun and drifts semi-submerged in salt water, sometimes for decades. Only then does it become a perfumier’s treasure and in that sense it is a deeply historical object – it is one of a handful of things in this world which is only formed by time and which only improves with time. But that history is always lost to us – we have no way of knowing when or where or by which whale it was produced. In that respect it is both historical and utterly ahistorical: ambergris, in short, is a perfect historical conundrum. It is also only ever discovered by chance as it washes up ashore and is stumbled upon by a beachcomber or is hauled aboard a fishing boat in a lobster pot or is even found in the belly of a fish: in 1909 the Washington Post described a fisherman discovering a lump of ambergris inside a swordfish he had caught off Boston. That piece was then estimated to be worth $20,000 – an uncommon fortune.

Ambergris is valuable not only because it is so rare, but also because it has unique qualities for a perfumier. The first is its unique scent, which humans have tried, and utterly failed, to describe ever since it was discovered. In an 1844 article in the American Journal of Pharmacy, it was said to have a ‘smell somewhat resembling old cowdung’, and the desperate author of an article in the New York Times in 1895, literally clutching at straws, described its odour as being ‘like the blending of new-mown hay, the damp woodsy fragrance of a fern-copse, and the faintest possible perfume of the violet’. In this difficulty of pinning it down, however, lies some of its magic – for the scent of every

lump of ambergris is subtly unique, the result of the process by which each was uniquely formed. Further complicating matters, and providing another reason for its almost magical status, the same sample of ambergris can smell different to different people. The second unique value to the perfumier is that it acts as a ‘fixative’ – in essence it glues a perfume together and it reduces the rate of the aroma’s evaporation. In an age of perfume being made entirely by natural ingredients which were difficult to bind together and could quickly dissipate, such a fixative was essential to the perfumiers’ art if they were not to create beauty only for it to vanish.






	

	VERSAILLES
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The Palace of Versailles A royal chateau near Paris. Built in 1624 by Louis XIII as a hunting lodge, it was enlarged into a fabulous palace by Louis XIV. From 1682 until 1789 it was the centre of French political power and the location of the royal court.



Once mastered, however, the perfumiers’ art was one of exceptional skill that was used to signify wealth, social status and individuality, best explored in the heady realm of Versailles palace in the 1690s, a world stage and home to the ‘Sun King’ Louis XIV and his court. The gardens, corridors and rooms of this palace were, if contemporary accounts are to be believed, heady with wafting scent. Even the fountains at Versailles were scented with fragrance, and the gardens were so strongly perfumed with roses that, according to the diarist the Duc de Saint-Simon (1675–1755), ‘nobody could remain in the garden’. So heavily scented was Versailles that it became known as ‘the perfumed court’.


We also know that different female courtiers had their own distinct perfumes. The Duchesse d’Aumont (1759–1826) favoured coriander, iris, cloves, sweet flag and nut grass; Madame du Barry’s (1743–93) preferred scent consisted of neroli oil,* bergamot,† lavender, grape spirit and rosemary; while Marie Antoinette’s perfume known as Sillage de la Reine (‘in the wake of the queen’) was concocted from tuberose,‡ orange blossom, jasmine, sandalwood, iris and cedar. In other words, each of the court women had her own olfactory signature. These were not shop-bought scents, but bespoke and delicate concoctions catering for the olfactory pleasures of the courtiers who commissioned them. The king himself demanded that his apartments be sprayed with different perfumes every day, yet by the end of his life even the slightest scent was said to bring on a migraine, which led to the banning of perfume in his presence.

An important reason for the amount of perfume applied at the French court was to disguise the stink of overdressed courtiers in all their finery. Thus the history of perfume is a history of human aroma which is also intimately connected with the history of cleanliness, bathing and soap, subjects which themselves have interesting and unexpected histories to tell. For many years Europeans considered bathing to be harmful to one’s health. With cholera epidemics in the mid-nineteenth century, however, there were attempts to increase access to clean water, systematize rubbish disposal and install effective sewerage systems. Increased bathing decreased the need for strong perfumes to mask pungent odours.






	

	HYGIENE ANXIETY

	





America in the late nineteenth century experienced what might be described as a hygiene revolution, with urbanites once suspicious of bathing, like their European counterparts, now embracing showers, toothbrushes and bathrooms. It is a revealing history because advertising companies assisted by marketing departments played on female insecurities about beauty and attractiveness. It is a history, therefore, which speaks to us of both ruthless bullying by advertising companies and the perception of female anxiety in history. And it is quite shocking.


[image: Advertisement]

Advertisement in The Sketch, 21 May 1930


The first deodorant was invented in Philadelphia in 1888, and marketed as ‘Mum’ in the sense of ‘Mum’s the word’ or keeping silent in the sense of being embarrassed about smelling bad. This brand of antiperspirant is still found on the shelves today, but at that time it was a rather greasy, waxy cream that was applied under the armpits. From as early as 1912, adverts for the antiperspirant Odo-Ro-No tried to convince American women that they smelled bad and that nobody told them about their body odour (which they named BO). A 1930 advertisement from Sketch Magazine for Listerine mouthwash, with the tagline ‘Often a bridesmaid, but never a bride’, suggested that halitosis can lead to women being left on the shelf, marriage-wise, ‘as her birthdays creep towards the tragic thirty mark’.

Once this female consumer base had been secured, companies trained their sights on the male consumer, who soon discovered that he was equally challenged by unpleasant bodily odours which might harm his career or chance of financial success – the supposed equivalent anxieties of American men in the first half of the twentieth century. The history of perfume in this respect, therefore, is the invention of the concept of smelling bad. While the wearing of perfume at court was indeed to mask odoriferous odours, what was now new was that the natural musk of the human body was suddenly offensive and repellent, and marketing executives were actively making people feel bad about it, exhorting them to wear deodorant and to wash more often with soap – which brings us to the important question of the history of the bubble…

* Produced from the blossom of the bitter orange tree.

† A fragrant citrus fruit.

‡ A plant related to the agave, common in the south of France.
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THE BUBBLE
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The history of the bubble is all about… childhood innocence, despair, the French Revolution, feats of stamina and ornamental hermits.






	

	TRANSIENCE

	





There are bubbles everywhere in history, if you just know where to look. They first appear in visual sources in the mid-sixteenth century in woodcut engravings depicting children making and catching bubbles, but they also lie elsewhere, unseen. What is today’s leading bubble industry? It is the same as it has been for centuries: bread making. In the baking of bread, yeast blows the microscopic bubbles for us, which allow the dough to rise. How do the blue jay and kingfisher get their colour? The answer is from bubbles in the horns of their feathers which scatter blue light, giving their bodies an almost iridescent sheen. With the exception of a handful of unique examples, including kingfisher feathers plucked and shaped in the eighteenth century into a headdress for a Chinese bride, or Roman bread preserved in Pompeii by the eruption of Vesuvius, no actual bubbles survive from the past, and therein lies their allure. They are objects

of extraordinary beauty – radiant in their rainbow-coloured spherical translucence and perfect lightness as they rise on the air – but they are also transient, gone in an instant with a soapy pop, and it is that transience that has made them repeatedly attractive as symbols to poets, authors and artists. Mark Twain in his 1867 travel book The Innocents Abroad wrote: ‘A soap bubble is the most beautiful thing, and the most exquisite in nature… I wonder how much it would take to buy a soap bubble if there was only one in the world.’


Vesuvius A volcano near the Italian city of Naples famous for the eruption in 79 CE that buried the Roman cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum under tons of ash. The eruption was described in great detail by Roman author and politician Pliny the Younger. The cities, immaculately preserved, were not rediscovered until 1599.








	

	BUBBLES IN ART

	





What greater challenge, then, is there for the artist than capturing for all eternity something that lasts just a few seconds? One of the most entrancing of bubble images is Soap Bubbles, painted in 1734 by the French artist Jean-Siméon Chardin [see fig. 4]. He had been fascinated by the challenge of capturing contemporary Parisian childhood play on canvas and drew inspiration from seventeenth-century Dutch artists who had already embraced the challenge of representing the bubble. The image he produced shows a beautifully ringleted boy, neither rich nor poor, bending over a windowsill, using a most delicate straw to blow a most perfect and fat bubble. The light catches the bubble. A younger boy, perhaps a younger brother and just tall enough to peer over the sill, watches from the shadows.

He and the viewer hold their breath, anticipating the moment the air-filled bubble takes momentary flight, only to burst and disappear forever.

Here, apparently, is a moment of innocence and joy in the world, but it has, of course, been influenced and affected by the times in which it was painted and the personal experience of the artist; and therein lies the mystery, for this is not just an image of weightless joy, but of heavy sadness. Chardin painted this as he grieved for the sudden death of his wife and child. The joy he had experienced in sharing his life with them had burst as suddenly as a bubble, as suddenly as this, pregnant, bubble. His painting, then, is not a mirror of his idle joy as he merrily drifts around the streets of Paris reminiscing about carefree times, but is a representation of a man in shock, yearning for something fleeting that has been taken away by the capriciousness of the world.

Chardin’s painting is also all about the French Revolution. Here is the world of France a generation before the Revolution, so frequently and hauntingly captured by artists in this period as a picture of senseless, superficial frivolity. Here, then, the eyes of the historian can gaze on this image and wonder if this child, and if his children, went on to survive the carnage that was coming. This bubble, therefore, is not just about a boy’s joyous moment or an artist’s heavy heart, but is about a nation’s self-destruction, a great chasm torn in the history of the world.

The painting itself became famous, and we know that Édouard Manet knew of its existence when he painted Les Bulles de Savon in 1867. Images of bubbles can be traced right back to the Italian artist Dosso Dossi’s painting Allegory of Fortune (c.1530), which depicts the classical figure of fortune sitting on a bubble [see fig. 5]; Adriaen Hanneman’s painting Two Boys Blowing Bubbles (c.1630); and Caspar Netcher’s painting of a boy blowing soap bubbles dating from 1679. The use of a bubble

as a metaphor for human life can itself be traced back to the Roman author Marcus Terentius Varro (116–27 BCE) who began his treatise on agriculture De Re Rustico with ‘man is a bubble’. Chardin’s painting, therefore, also has its own significance in both the broader history of bubbles and the more specific history of bubbles in art.






	

	ADVERTISING

	





During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries businesses also appropriated images of children blowing bubbles, but this time to sell soap. One of the best images from the history of advertising was the London company A. & F. Pears’ famous 1886 advertising campaign that used a painting by the Pre-Raphaelite English artist and illustrator John Everett Millais (1829–96) which depicted a child playing with bubbles. In it the cherubic bubble-blower looks as his bubble rises towards the words ‘Pears Soap’ [see fig. 6]. Here the bubble not only connects to childhood innocence, but also to emerging concepts of freshness and cleanliness, and associations with bathing, personal hygiene and the laundry business of the late nineteenth century.

In the mid-nineteenth century in England an ideology of cleanliness developed that reached the middle classes, and helped peddle soap as a commodity that was connected to respectability. While small-scale soap manufacture dates from the 1780s, it was midway through the next century that it reached mass production. The Pears Soap advert ‘Order of the Bath’ (a pun on a British order of chivalry of the same name) was aimed at a mass market to encourage regular hygienic bathing. This coincided with the development of piped water infrastructures in European cities, and by the end of the nineteenth century affluent homes in the US and Europe would enjoy hot running water and private baths.







	

	CHILDHOOD

	





At the heart of these explorations of the bubble is a wonderful history of childhood play and the very act of blowing bubbles, something that is still endlessly entertaining for children and adults and is also beneficial: bubble-blowing is now regularly used as a technique in a variety of therapies. Examples of elaborate clay pipes and plastic bubble-blowers survive today in the collections of London’s Victoria and Albert Museum of Childhood.

[image: Woodcut]

Woodcut of children blowing bubbles in the sixteenth century

Yet this was a playtime activity that could easily be improvised with nothing more than a piece of twisted wire and some soap, and was therefore an eminently democratic pastime – it was a hobby for everyone, and that accessibility became a defining characteristic of bubble-blowing. In 1918, John L. Gilchrist of Wilkinsburg, Pennsylvania filed one of the earliest patented designs for a ‘bubble-pipe’ that could ‘be cheaply manufactured and in which the parts are so associated that they may be disassembled and cleaned and quickly reassembled by an unskilled person’. Such innovation meant that the innocent charm of playing with bubbles became one of the defining experiences

of childhood. That experience itself has a history, as descriptions survive from numerous different times and locations. A wonderful example appears in D. C. Beard’s The American Boy’s Handy Book: What To Do and How To Do It (1882). It contains an entire chapter entitled ‘Novelties in Soap-Bubbles’, in which he waxes lyrical about bubbles and notes the surprisingly addictive nature of blowing them.


It is like a beautiful dream; we are entranced while it lasts, but in an instant it vanishes and leaves nothing to mark its former existence except the memory of its loveliness. Few persons can stand by and watch another blowing bubbles without being seized with an uncontrollable desire to blow one for themselves. There is a peculiar charm or pleasure in the very act, which not many who have known it ever outgrow.



Beard goes on to describe a recent trend in ‘soap-bubble parties’ in which guests, armed with clay pipes, stand around a punchbowl filled with soapsuds and blow bubbles. Prizes were awarded for the largest bubble or for that which flew in the air for the longest period of time, or went the highest. These parties seem to have become quite rowdy. He writes:


As may be imagined, these parties are very amusing, and everybody at first tries to prevent his or her neighbour from succeeding, until, amid great merriment and confusion, the hostess announces that if her guests expect the prizes to be awarded, a rule must be enacted compelling them to pay more attention to their own efforts and not allowing them to molest each other.



This magic and wonder of bubbles conjures a world of childhood games and play that immediately feels timeless, but it

also extends to a grown-up world of play, for it is not just children who have been fascinated by bubbles, but scientists and mathematicians.






	

	ISAAC NEWTON

	





As elusive objects of beguiling geometrical perfection, extraordinary gifts from nature – and in this the bubble is akin to other wonders of nature, the snowflake, a spider’s web or the etchings of frost on a leaf – bubbles have also been obsessed over by scientists for what they can tell us about the natural world, as well as for the scientific challenges they pose. How, for example, would you go about measuring the thickness of a bubble’s skin? It is the type of question that allows genius to sing to us from the past. Any idea how to go about it? No. Well Isaac Newton did.

In 1704 he used soap bubbles to study the interference of light and as part of that process he worked out – correctly – that the thickness of soap bubbles actually varies: at their thinnest point they are 1/2,500,000 of an inch thick (or 0.000001016 of a centimetre), or 4,000 times thinner than a piece of paper. It was Newton, in his work Opticks, who first described the phenomena that take place on the surface of a bubble, and he used bubbles to develop his famous theory of light, more widely known for his use of prisms to diffract light. The bubble continues to be a subject of intense scientific enquiry, with the Nobel Prize-winning physicist Pierre-Gilles de Gennes discussing soap bubbles and surfactants (compounds that reduce surface tension) in his 1991 Nobel lecture: ‘Surfactants,’ he wrote, ‘allow us to protect a water surface, and to generate these beautiful soap bubbles, which are the delight of our children.’







	

	DETACHMENT

	





The bubble thus appears throughout history as a fascinating physical object but it also has a significant history as a metaphor: the idea of living in a bubble, being detached from reality, apart from everyday life – something that has had drastic implications for certain politicians and monarchs, cocooned by sycophantic yes-men and oblivious to the moods and sufferings of the people. Even today the ‘Westminster bubble’ refers to the self-preoccupation of London-based politicians who throng the corridors of power, but are out of touch with the state of the rest of the nation. All significant political power bases – Washington, Berlin, Paris, Tokyo, Beijing, Brussels – have their own bubbles, populated by navel-gazing political elites.

Perhaps the most famous historical example of this comes from Paris in the years before the French Revolution when political opponents of Louis XVI’s monarchy focused on what they saw as the uncaring, extravagant and frivolous behaviour of the Austrian-born queen consort Marie Antoinette in the bubble-like palace of Versailles. Her apocryphal reply, when told that the people had no bread, was ‘Let them eat cake’ (a rough translation from the French ‘Qu’ils mangent de la brioche’) but it is pure fantasy – a phrase attributed to the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his 1782 autobiography Confessions. There is no evidence connecting this phrase to the wife of Louis XVI, but what is interesting is that it has persisted across the centuries. It resides in the popular historical consciousness and has been used to vilify the French queen. In many ways, the truth of the matter is of no consequence, since what counted for Republican enemies of the monarchy is that Marie Antoinette could be portrayed as detached from ordinary people – as living in a bubble.

For rulers and political leaders to be detached from the realities of the people they govern and represent is one thing, but at

different times throughout history, various people or groups have sought to detach themselves from mainstream society, and to create what we might view as their own insular communities or bubbles. Academics caught up in the affairs of the dreaming spires are said to be within the ‘Oxford bubble’, and similar cloistered institutions such as schools, colleges, clubs and societies can – intentionally and unintentionally – promote a degree of insularity.


Marie Antoinette (1755–93) Wife of Louis XVI, she was the last queen of France before the French Revolution of 1789. Widely criticized for her lavish expenditure and opposition to social reform, she was guillotined on 16 October 1793.








	

	HERMITS

	





Throughout history, certain religious groups have removed themselves from secular life, preferring instead to lead a more ascetic existence away from what they saw as the corrupt complacency of everyday life. The early history of the Christian Church is dotted with examples of pious types who took themselves off to live with little or no contact with the outside world. St Anthony (c.250–355) retired to the Egyptian desert to live as a hermit; Simeon the Stylite (c.390–459) was a Syriac saint who lived for more than thirty years atop a 60-foot pillar; St Columba (521–97) landed on the tiny Scottish Highland island of Iona in 563 with twelve followers and built a church and monastic community.

For most people such acts of asceticism were inspirational, and for many they became a significant tenet of Christianity. From the early medieval period we see the development of Christian concepts of orderly communal monasticism, whereby

men (monks) and women (nuns) lived in cloistered environments and rejected worldly pursuits to pursue spiritual lives in monasteries or convents.

Monastic life followed a strict set of principles or rules, as for example the hugely influential early medieval Rule of St Benedict. Something of the isolation and atmosphere of such monastic communities is conveyed by the twelfth-century Benedictine abbot William St Thierry describing the French monastery of Clairvaux:


At the first glance as you entered Clairvaux by descending the hill you could see that it was a temple of God; and the still, silent valley bespoke, in the modest simplicity of its buildings, the unfeigned humility of Christ’s poor. Moreover, in this valley full of men, where no one was permitted to be idle, where one and all were occupied with their allotted tasks, a silence deep as that of night prevailed. The sounds of labour, or the chants of the brethren in the choral service, were the only exceptions.



While for politicians living in a bubble can be construed negatively, making them out of touch with the real world, a lack of worldliness was exactly what monasticism was all about: a purity of life and spirit, devoted to prayer and the love of God. Metaphorical bubbles were what made this happen.


Clairvaux Monastery Cistercian monastery in north-eastern France. Founded in 1115 by the French abbot St Bernard and a handful of hardy monks who endured extreme deprivation during the decade of its construction. The original building is now in ruins, but remains the earliest example of the layout of a Cistercian monastery.




The secular version of a monastic life is the ‘ornamental’ or ‘garden’ hermit (literally people who would live in your garden), whose bubble was the hermitage, a spartan domestic dwelling where the hermit led a more or less solitary life.

It was during the eighteenth century and early nineteenth centuries that ornamental hermits had their heyday, as figures of interest in country house gardens. Such was the curiosity value in these rustic figures among the social elites of Georgian Britain that people advertised for hermits to come and live in their gardens, almost as visitor attractions. One advertisement placed in the 11 January 1810 edition of the Courier was in fact placed by a would-be hermit who sought a hermitage. It read:


A young man, who wishes to retire from the world and live as a hermit, in some convenient spot in England, is willing to engage with any nobleman or gentleman who may be desirous of having one. Any letter addressed to S. Laurence (post paid), to be left at Mr. Otton’s No. 6 Coleman Lane, Plymouth, mentioning what gratuity will be given, and all other particulars, will be duly attended.



Nothing is known of whether this strangely intriguing request was ever answered. However, it appears that, in addition to a roof over his head, the hermit expected to receive a salary or stipend.

A superb description of the hermitage at Sir Richard Hill’s Shropshire estate, Hawkstone, dated 1784, provides a vivid picture of the resident hermit, the nonagenarian Father Francis, who lived, we are told, in a


well-designed little cottage, which is an hermit’s summer residence. You pull a bell, and gain admittance. The hermit is generally in a sitting posture, with a table before him, on which

is a skull, the emblem of mortality, an hour-glass, a book and a pair of spectacles. The venerable bare-footed Father, whose name is Francis, (if awake) always rises up at the approach of strangers. He seems about 90 years of age, yet has all his senses to admiration. He is tolerably conversant, and far from being unpolite.
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