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Introduction







This is a city of shifting light, of changing skies, of sudden vistas. A city so beautiful it breaks the heart again and again.


ALEXANDER McCALL SMITH





George Street in Edinburgh is one of the most elegant thoroughfares in one of the best-designed cities in the world. Wherever you stand along it, at one end can be seen the green copper dome of a Robert Adam church called St George’s and, at the other, a massive stone column called the Melville Monument.


Loosely modelled on Trajan’s Column in Rome, it is not quite as tall as Nelson’s Column in London but it is equally striking and certainly more beautifully situated. The architect was William Burn (1789–1870) but he had more than a little help from Robert Stevenson (1772–1850), the great Scottish civil engineer, better known for his roads, harbours and bridges – and especially for his daring and spectacular lighthouses. According to the metal plaque near the base of the column, Stevenson ‘finalised the dimensions and superintended the building of this 140-foot-high, 1,500-ton edifice utilising the world’s first iron balance-crane, invented under his direction by Francis Watt in 1809–10 for erecting the Bell Rock lighthouse’.


The Melville Monument was constructed in 1823 in memory of Henry Dundas, 1st Viscount Melville (1742–1811) and it is his statue that glares nobly from the top down the length of George Street. As you might expect from all the trouble the good people of Edinburgh took to put him up there, Dundas was an extremely famous man in his lifetime. A dominant figure in British politics for over forty years, he was Treasurer to the Navy, Lord Advocate, Keeper of the Scottish Signet and (an interesting columnar coincidence, this) the First Lord of the Admiralty at the time of the Battle of Trafalgar. On the down side, he was a fierce opponent of the abolition of slavery (managing to successfully prevent it for several years) and has the distinction of being the last person in Britain to be impeached.* And yet, unless you are a resident of the Scottish capital, or a naval historian specialising in the Napoleonic wars, it is my guess that you have never even heard of him.


Life – what’s it all about, eh?


In Edinburgh, early one sunny morning last August, I was standing at the east end of George Street looking into St Andrew Square where Dundas’s memorial stands. The huge fluted edifice rose, dark against the recently risen sun, into the watercolour sky. As I watched, across the grass still bright with dew, ran a small girl, no more than four years old. She was alone, wearing a pink top and white jeans, with blonde Shirley Temple curls. She rushed towards the immense column and, when she was a few yards away, she stopped. She looked slowly up its gigantic length till the angle of her head told me she was staring at the blackened figure on the top. Her back was to me – I never saw her face – but from the whole attitude of her body it was obvious that she was awestruck. It was the perfect photograph. Though I didn’t have a camera with me, I can still see it in my mind’s eye as clearly as if it were on the screen in front of me now. It also seemed to be the perfect metaphor. Here were the two bookends of human life. Far up in the sky, long dead, a great stone man whose name very few of us now know; below, still earthbound, still with everything to live for, a tiny real human being whose name is completely unknown to all of us (including me) but who has the potential, if she but knew it, to become the most famous woman in history.


Perhaps in those few moments, staring at the forbidding personage in the sky, something turned over in the tumblers of her brain, opening a hidden lock and inspiring her to future greatness. Or, perhaps, at some subconscious level, she suddenly came to the same conclusion as the Greek philosopher Epictetus: that fame is ‘the noise of madmen’. After all, it is not necessary for the world to know who you are to live a good and worthwhile life.


John Mitchinson and I hope that you may be inspired to greatness by the journeys of the three score and eight extraordinary human beings here within, or at least draw some comfort from knowing your life is nowhere near as bad as it could be.


 


JOHN LLOYD




* Impeachment is the process of putting a public official on trial for improper conduct (in this case corruption and misappropriation of public funds) with the intent of removing him or her from office. The House of Lords acquitted Dundas (and offered him an Earldom by way of apology) but he never held office again.




















Prologue







I don’t think anybody should write his autobiography until after he is dead.


SAMUEL GOLDWYN





The first thing that strikes you about the Dead is just how many of them there are. The idea you hear bandied about that there are more people living now than have ever lived in the past is plain wrong – by a factor of fifteen. The number of Homo sapiens sapiens who have ever lived, fought, loved, fussed pottered and finally died over the last 100,000 years is around 106 billion.


Ninety billion is a big number, especially when you’re trying to write a book with a title that implies it covers all of them. But it all depends how you look at things. Ninety billion is big, but also small. You could bury everyone who has ever lived, side by side, in an area the size of England and Scotland combined. Or Uruguay. Or Oklahoma. That’s just 0.1 per cent of the land area of the Earth. And if you piled all the dead people who have ever lived on to an enormous set of scales they would be comfortably outweighed by the ants that are out there right now, plotting who knows what. It’s all a question of perspective.


The Dead are, literally, our family. Not just the ones we know we are related to: our two parents, four grandparents and eight great-grandparents. Go back ten generations and each of us has a thousand direct relatives, go back fifteen and the number soars to more than 35,000 (and that’s not counting aunts and uncles). In fact, we only need to go back to the year 1250 to have more direct ancestors than the number of human beings who have ever lived. The solution to this apparent paradox is that we’re all interrelated: the further back you go, the more ancestors we are likely to share. To find the most recent common ancestor of most Europeans you need only go back twelve hundred years and, according to at least one statistical analysis, everyone alive on the planet today can claim Confucius (551–479 BC) and Nefertiti (1370–1330 BC) as their distant relatives. So this is a book of family history.


Trying to organise relatives is always a challenge. The great film director Billy Wilder once pointed out that an actor entering through a door gives the audience nothing, ‘but if he enters through the window, you’ve got a situation’. With this in mind, we’ve avoided the usual approach of organising the family get-together into professional groupings: scientists, kings, business people, murderers, etc. This is a perfectly reasonable system, except that, families being what they are, the actors and musicians will be tempted to flounce past the table labelled ‘accountants’ or ‘psychologists’ and vice versa. So we’ve started from a different premise, selecting themes that focus on the quality of lives rather than their content, qualities that are familiar to everyone: our relationship to our parents, our state of health, our sexual appetites, our attitude to work, our sense of what it all means. We also draw no distinction between people with universally familiar names and those who are virtually unheard of. The only criterion for inclusion is interestingness. The result is unexpected bedfellows: Sir Isaac Newton duetting with Salvador Dalì, for example, or Karl Marx singing bass to Emma Hamilton’s soprano.


In E. M. Forster’s novel A Room with a View, Mr Emerson remarks that getting through life is like ‘a public performance on the violin, in which you must learn the instrument as you go along’. The major attraction of the Dead is that the violin has been put back in its case, and their lives – however, short, discordant or tuneless – have a definite beginning, middle and an end. That is their chief advantage over those of us who are still trying to spot the tunes in our own swirling cacophony: we can see or hear more clearly how one thing leads to another.


The original Egyptian and Tibetan Books of the Dead were kind of early self-help manuals, practical guides to getting the best out of the afterlife. Anyone hoping for the same in the pages that follow will be disappointed (as will those looking forward to ninety billion entries in the index). This is a book that is more interested in questions than answers, and in tapping into interesting connections rather than building a closed system of classification.


Above all, there’s nothing like hanging out with the Dead to point up the sheer improbability of being alive. As the emphatically not-dead American writer Maya Angelou reminds us: ‘Life loves to be taken by the lapel and told: “I am with you kid. Let’s go.”’


 


JOHN MITCHINSON
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CHAPTER ONE


There’s Nothing like a Bad Start in Life







Whoever has not got a good father should procure one.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE





Our early experiences shape our character and the way our lives unfold, and a poor start can, of course, blight a person’s prospects forever. But there is a more mysterious path that leads from truly dreadful beginnings to quite extraordinary achievement. As the Canadian novelist Robertson Davies put it: ‘A happy childhood has spoiled many a promising life.’


Some of the most famous people in history had childhoods that were wrecked by a dead, absent or impossible father. We have chosen eight, but the list could have been twenty times as long: once you start to notice, they sprout up everywhere: Confucius, Augustus Caesar, Michelangelo, Peter the Great, John Donne, Handel, Balzac, Nietzsche, Darwin, Jung, Conan Doyle, Aleister Crowley – all of them victims of what psychologists would call ‘inappropriate parenting’.


In the 500 years since his death, Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) has become our model for the solitary genius, the ultimate Renaissance man. The common wisdom is that, like Shakespeare, we know his work in great detail but next to nothing about his life. This is a myth. In fact, and again like Shakespeare, we know much more about Leonardo than we do about the vast majority of his contemporaries. We know he was illegitimate, the son of a notary in the small Italian hill town of Vinci, and that his mother, Caterina, was either a local peasant or an Arabic slave (recent analysis of the artist’s inky fingerprints tends to suggest the latter). His father, Piero, quickly married off Caterina to a bad-tempered local lime-burner* and the young Leonardo found himself abandoned. His father went on to marry four times and sire another fifteen children; his mother also had new children of her own and refused to treat Leonardo as her son. Worse still, as a bastard, he was prevented from going to university or entering any of the respectable professions such as medicine or law.


Leonardo’s response was to withdraw into a private world of observation and invention. The key to understanding his genius isn’t in his paintings – extraordinary and groundbreaking though they are – but in his notebooks. In these 13,000 pages of notes, sketches, diagrams, philosophical observations and lists, we have one of the most complete records of the inner workings of a human mind ever committed to paper. Leonardo’s curiosity was relentless. He literally took apart the world around him to see how it worked and left a paper trail of the process. This was first-hand research: he had to see things for himself, whatever that meant. He personally dissected more than thirty human corpses in his lifetime, even though it was a serious criminal offence. This wasn’t motivated by any medical agenda: he just wanted to improve the accuracy of his drawing and deepen his understanding of how the body worked (he ridiculed other artists’ depictions of human flesh, saying they looked like ‘sacks of nuts’). Out of the notebooks flowed a succession of inventions, some fantastical but others entirely practical: the first ‘tank’, the first parachute, a giant siege crossbow, a crane for emptying ditches, the very first mixer-tap for a bath, folding furniture, an aqualung, an automatic drum, automatically opening and closing doors, a sequin-maker and smaller devices for making spaghetti, sharpening knives, slicing eggs and pressing garlic. It was here, too, that Leonardo recorded his remarkable insights into the natural world: he was the first to notice how counting tree rings gave the age of the tree and he could explain why the sky was blue 300 years before Lord Rayleigh discovered molecular scattering.


Each page of the notebooks looks like an excerpt from a vast handwritten visual encyclopaedia. Paper was expensive so every inch was covered in Leonardo’s neat script, all of it written back to front, which means you need a mirror to make it intelligible. No one knows why he chose to write this way. Perhaps as a left-hander he found it easier writing right to left; perhaps he didn’t want people stealing his ideas. Whatever the reason, it’s the perfect physical representation of his awkward genius. Leonardo didn’t really care about fitting in or what others thought. He was a vegetarian when almost no one else was because he empathised with animals (one of his obsessions was setting free caged birds). Despite being commissioned by some of the most powerful grandees in Europe, he rarely finished any project he started. What mattered to him was to be free to do his own thing, to achieve the control over his life that had eluded him as an abandoned child:




It had long since come to my attention that people of accomplishment rarely sat back and let things happen to them. They went out and happened to things.





Most of us picture him as he appears in the one authenticated self-portrait: a sixty-year-old, bald and bearded sage, a loner. But the young Leonardo was something quite different. His contemporary, the biographer Giorgio Vasari (1511–74), was unambiguous: he was a man ‘of physical beauty beyond compare’. And that wasn’t all, he was freakishly strong:




There is something supernatural in the accumulation in one individual of so much beauty, grace, and might. With his right hand he could twist an iron horseshoe as if it were made of lead.





And a charmer:




In his liberality, he welcomed and gave food to any friend, rich or poor … his speech could bend in any direction the most obdurate of wills.





But cross him and you’d have to deal with his ‘terrible strength in argument, sustained by intelligence and memory’. This is Leonardo the gay Florentine about town, who was anonymously accused (and acquitted) of sodomy, whose teenage pupil and companion was known as Salai (‘limb of Satan’), the precocious artist whose collection of pornographic drawings was eventually stolen from the Royal Collection in Windsor Castle, according to the art critic Brian Sewell, by a distinguished German art critic in a Sherlock Holmes cloak:




There is no doubt that the drawings were a considerable embarrassment, and I think everyone was very relieved to find that they’d gone.





The older sage and the racy young Adonis were both products of the same self-confidence. It was driven by study, by his attempt to come up with his own answers, the process he calls saper vedere, ‘knowing how to see’. ‘Learning’, he once wrote, ‘never exhausts the mind.’ It was what had sustained him as a child and there were times when it still gave him childlike pleasure. Once, in the Vatican, he made a set of wings and horns, painted them silver and stuck them on a lizard to turn it into a small ‘dragon’ which he used to frighten the Pope’s courtiers. On another occasion, he cleaned out a bullock’s intestines, attached them to a blacksmith’s bellows and pumped them up into a vast malodorous balloon, which quickly filled the forge and drove his bewildered onlookers outside.


Leonardo was brilliant, but he was not infallible. He didn’t invent scissors, the helicopter or the telescope, as is frequently claimed. He was very bad at maths – he only ever mastered basic geometry and his arithmetic was often wrong. Many of his observations haven’t stood the test of time: he thought the moon’s surface was covered by water, which was why it reflected light from the sun; that the salamander had no digestive organs but survived by eating fire; and that it was a good idea to paint his most ambitious painting, The Last Supper, directly on to dry plaster (it wasn’t; what you see today is practically all the work of restorers). Also, because his fame in the years after his death was almost exclusively tied to a small body of thirty completed paintings, he was to have almost no impact on the progress of science. It wasn’t until the nineteenth century that his notebooks – and their revolutionary contents – were fully deciphered.


Leonardo died in France at the age of sixty-seven. The legend has it that his new patron, King Francis I, sat by his bedside, cradling his head as he lay dying. It’s tempting to see this symbolically as the abandoned child finally getting the parental love he never had as a boy. But whatever he lacked, he had more than made up for it. As the king said: ‘There had never been another man born in the world who knew as much as Leonardo.’




*





In theorising about the effects of a difficult childhood, Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) heads the field. He wrote a biography of Leonardo in 1910 based around a childhood memory Leonardo recounts in his notebooks:




While I was in my cradle a kite came down to me, and opened my mouth with its tail, and struck me many times with its tail against my lips.





From this Freud spins an extraordinary tale of repressed memories of the maternal breast, ancient Egyptian symbolism and the enigmatic Mona Lisa smile – and reaches the conclusion that Leonardo was gay because he was secretly attracted to his mother. This seems a tediously familiar interpretation now but was daringly original at the time. And, as always, Freud does make some good points. Moving on to Leonardo’s relationship with his father, Freud suggests that, much as his father had abandoned him, Leonardo abandoned his ‘intellectual children’ – his paintings – in favour of pure scientific research. Leonardo’s inability to finish anything and his childlike absorption in research is a way of insulating himself from the fear-inducing power of his father.


If Freud felt he had found the key to Leonardo, it’s probably because it was a key issue in Freud’s own life. Freud wasn’t abandoned by his father, but he felt deeply betrayed by him. Jacob Freud was a wool merchant whose business failed when the young Sigmund was only a toddler. This plunged the family into poverty and meant they had to move from the relative comfort of Freiberg in Moravia to an overcrowded Jewish enclave in Vienna. As the eldest of eight, Sigmund was exposed to the difficulties that poverty imposed on his parents’ marriage. Young Sigmund resented his father’s mediocrity, his inability to hold down a job, and the fact that he had been married twice before. A precocious reader, he soon found other heroes to act as surrogate fathers: Hannibal, Cromwell and Napoleon. At the age of ten he was permitted to name his younger brother, and chose Alexander, after Alexander the Great. Later, he would name one of his own sons Oliver, after Oliver Cromwell. In contrast, he adored (and was adored by) his mother, who called him her ‘darling Sigi’ even into his seventies. But this maternal devotion wasn’t without its problems. When he was two and a half years old, ‘his libido was awakened’ by seeing her naked on a train. From this, Freud acquired a lifelong terror of travelling on trains. More importantly, he experienced at first hand the most notorious of all his theories – the Oedipus complex: the repressed desire to kill one’s father and sleep with one’s mother. For his final Greek exam at school, Freud chose to translate Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus Rex.


Sex was to dominate Freud’s life, in one way or another, from then on. Studying medicine at the University of Vienna, his first major research project involved trying to untangle the sex life of the eel. Despite dissecting more than 400 specimens he was unable to find any evidence that male eels had testicles. Had he done so, psychoanalysis might never have happened. Frustrated by fish, he turned to neurology and began to formulate the theories that would make him famous. This was important to Freud. As a young medic, he was still preoccupied with the childhood idea of himself as a hero. He told his fiancée, Martha, that he had destroyed fourteen years’ worth of notes, letters and manuscripts to obscure the details of his life, confound future biographers and help establish his personal mythology.


It is often claimed, with some justification, that Freud reduced all human psychology to sex, so it is surprising to discover he didn’t lose his virginity until he married at the age of thirty. By his own admission, his sexual activity after marriage was minimal (he was convinced it made him ill). His first crush, at thirty, was on the mother of a friend. He much preferred to keep women at a safe emotional distance: he was twenty-five before he had his first girlfriend. The closest he came to love during his first years of university was his friendship with another male student, Edward Silberstein. In fact, throughout his life, Freud had friendships with men, which look very much like infatuations or romances. Often, the intimacy would be followed by a dramatic falling-out and the breaking off of all communication. The most famous example of this is his relationship with Carl Jung. In the early days of their relationship they could spend up to thirteen hours a day walking and talking. But mutual paranoia started to creep in. Freud believed that Jung subconsciously wanted to kill him and take his place, and fainted on two separate occasions when Jung started talking about corpses. For his part, Jung suspected he had sexual feelings for Freud. In 1913 their relationship ended in an acrimonious split that left the ‘brutal, sanctimonious’ Jung floundering in a near-psychotic state for the next five years.


For a man who theorised endlessly about the family, Freud was a peculiar and far from attentive father. Rather than talk to his children at meals, he would place his newest archaeological curio in front of his plate and examine it. (He once claimed he read more archaeology than psychology, and his office was stuffed with Neolithic tools, Sumerian seals, Bronze Age goddesses, Egyptian mummy bandages inscribed with spells, erotic Roman charms, luxurious Persian carpets and Chinese jade lions.) To educate his children about the facts of life, he sent them all to the family paediatrician. He believed so fervently that every son is driven towards deadly competition with his father that his own sons weren’t even allowed even to study medicine, let alone psychoanalysis. In contrast, he exhaustively psychoanalysed his youngest daughter Anna, who shared with him her sexual fantasies and her forays into masturbation.


Freud suffered throughout his life from depression and paranoia. On the recommendation of his therapist friend Wilhelm Fleiss, he attempted to treat his mood swings with cocaine. Fleiss had elaborated a very dodgy theory that every illness, from sexual problems to disease, was determined by the bones and membranes of the nose and that cocaine could alleviate their symptoms. Freud was delighted with his early results, even encouraging his fiancée to take some ‘to make her strong and give her cheeks a red colour’. After a close friend became seriously addicted, he reduced his consumption in favour of cigars, soon developing a twenty-a-day habit. It killed him eventually, but not before he’d suffered the agony of thirty operations for mouth cancer. Eventually, his entire upper jaw and palate on the right side were removed, and his mouth had to be fitted with a plate to allow him to eat and speak. Undeterred, he would lever his mouth open with a clothes peg to wedge a cigar in. He died three weeks after the start of the Second World War, his doctor easing his passage with massive overdoses of morphine.


In the end, Freud got what he’d craved since his childhood – heroic status and universal fame – but not quite in the way he envisaged. Just as he saw Leonardo’s life as a movement away from the sensuousness of painting to the intellectual stimulus of science, so he was convinced that he was, in psychoanalysis, moving away from the neuroses of art in order to found a brave new science. In truth, while anyone who participates in therapy today owes a great deal to Freud’s methods, his grand theories don’t hold water. He is best read not as an experimental scientist but as a detective novelist who pieces together bits of evidence to come up with a cunning, all-consuming solution. As a psychological storyteller, he has few equals and it’s hard not to regret his decision to turn down Sam Goldwyn’s offer of $100,000 in 1925 to consult on a major Hollywood love story. But our real lives are rarely so neat as the stories we tell about them. As Voltaire once remarked: ‘Men will always be mad, and those who think they can cure them are the maddest of all.’




*





Unfortunately Freud never set down his thoughts on another great genius with a grisly childhood, Isaac Newton (1642–1727). Newton was the son of an illiterate Norfolk yeoman who could not even write his own name and who died four months before his son was born. At birth, according to his own memoirs, Newton was so small that he could fit into a two-pint pot and so weak he was forced ‘to have a bolster all round his neck to keep it on his shoulders’. His mother married the Reverend Barnabas Smith when Isaac was three. Smith hated him on sight and refused to have him in the house, so he was sent to live with his grandmother. Like Leonardo, he became isolated and withdrew into his own world, building and inventing. In Grantham, he frightened the townspeople by flying a lantern with a kite attached. He also made a sundial by fixing pegs to the wall of his schoolmaster’s house. It became known as ‘Isaac’s Dial’. He hated school, where he was bullied and usually came near the bottom of the class. Some measure of his unhappiness can be seen in the long list of sins he made as a teenager: ‘Putting a pin in John Keys hat to prick him’, ‘Stealing cherry cobs from Edward Storey’ and ‘Denying that I did so’, ‘Peevishness at Master Clarks for a piece of bread and butter’ and the revealing ‘Threatening my father and mother Smith to burn them and the house over them’.


Reverend Smith died when Newton was seventeen and his mother responded by pulling him out of school so he could farm their land. He hated farming even more than school. It bored him. So, asked to watch the sheep, he would end up building a model of a waterwheel while the sheep wandered off and damaged the neighbours’ fields. On one occasion he was walking a horse home when it slipped its bridle; Newton didn’t notice and walked back with the bridle in his hands. All he wanted to do was study. His mother gave up and sent him back to school, where he astonished everyone by graduating with top marks.


From there he went to Trinity College, Cambridge. His Cambridge career, while not a disaster, was hardly a sparkling success – probably because he spent most of his time reading Descartes, Copernicus and Galileo, men whose radical ideas fell well outside the curriculum. When the university closed as a precaution against plague in 1665, Newton returned to his farmhouse in Lincolnshire. Over the next eighteen months, entirely on his own, he went on to discover the laws of gravity and motion and formulate theories of colour and calculus that changed the world for ever. His discoveries in mechanics, mathematics, thermodynamics, astronomy, optics and acoustics make him at least twice as important as any other scientific figure who has ever lived, and the book that eventually contained all his most original work, Principia Mathematica (1687), is arguably the most important single book in the history of science. When he returned to Cambridge, still only twenty-six years old, he was elected the Lucasian Professor of Mathematics (a position now held by Stephen Hawking). Three years later, in 1672, he was elected Fellow of the Royal Society and acclaimed as one of the most brilliant men of the age.


Quite what happened to Newton over those two years staring out across the Fens remains a mystery. His obsessiveness suggests he may have suffered from a mild form of autism, such as Asperger’s Syndrome. Whether that’s true or not, Newton was certainly odd. He often forgot to eat and, when he did, he did so standing at his desk. At times he would work in his laboratory for six weeks at a time, never letting the fire go out. Frequently, when entertaining guests, he would go into the study to get a bottle of wine, have a thought, sit down to record it, and become so preoccupied that he forgot all about the dinner party. He was obsessed with the colour crimson. An inventory of his possessions lists a crimson mohair bed with crimson curtains, crimson drapes, crimson wall hangings, a crimson settee with crimson chairs and crimson cushions. He was famously paranoid, keeping a box filled with guineas on his windowsill to test the honesty of those who worked for him. He had a nerdish dislike of the arts, calling poetry ‘ingenious nonsense’, and on the one occasion he went to the opera he left before the performance ended. Yet he was vain enough to sit for more than twenty portraits and his sense of his own uniqueness was never in doubt. He once constructed an anagram, Jeova sanctus unus, out of the Latin version of his name, Isaacus Neutonus. It means ‘God’s Holy One’.


There are obvious connections here with the confidence and self-absorption of Leonardo, and with the absent-mindedness of a later thinker, like Einstein. All three took themselves very seriously; all three may have had neurological quirks; all three either missed out on or hated formal education. Significantly, of the three, Newton had the toughest childhood and he was also the one who found friendship hardest. All the contemporary accounts reveal a cold, austere and exasperating man. Even his servant only recalled him laughing once, when he was asked what was the use of studying Euclid. The slightest criticism of his work drove him into a furious rage, and his life was blighted by vicious feuds with other eminent mathematicians such as Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Robert Hooke. He had one love in his life – a young Swiss mathematician named Nicolas Fatio de Duillier. The end of their affair caused Newton to have the first of a series of nervous breakdowns, and he almost certainly died a virgin.


Despite these personal failures, the public man was a notable success. He was the first natural philosopher to be knighted and was for many years President of the Royal Society despite achieving nothing of great scientific worth after 1696. In that year, he accepted the post of Warden of the Royal Mint. Instead of accepting this as the purely honorific position it was meant to be, Newton took his new role very seriously and attacked it with his customary fanaticism. He spent his days reforming the currency to save the British economy from collapse. In the evenings he lurked in bars and brothels tracking down counterfeiters – whom he then personally arranged to have hanged, drawn and quartered. He was twice elected MP for Cambridge University but the job held no interest for him: the only comment he made during his entire political career was a request for someone to open the window.


But Newton also had a second, secret life. He was a practising alchemist. Of the 270 books in his library, more than half were about alchemy, mysticism and magic. In the seventeenth century, alchemy was considered heresy and a hanging offence. In conditions of utmost secrecy, he spent the bulk of his working life trying to calculate the date of the end of the world as encoded in the Book of Revelation, unravel the meaning of the prophecies of the Book of Daniel and relate the chronology of human history to the population cycle of the locust. Rather like Freud assuming he would be feted as a great scientist, Newton believed that it would be for his religious theories, rather than for his work on optics or motion, that he would be remembered. After his death, Newton’s family discovered vast trunks of these religious and mystical writings containing over a thousand pages covered with one and a half million words of notes, as well as two completed books. They were so embarrassed about it that they either destroyed them or kept them hidden without admitting to their existence. A huge cache came to light as recently as 1936.


It would be easy to dismiss Newton’s mystical writings as the ravings of a man who had lost his intellectual bearings. In fact, it was his belief in a creator-god that ‘governs all things and knows all that is or can be done’ that drove his scientific breakthroughs as well as his biblical and alchemical studies. Had he not been open to the notion of an unseen mystical force controlling the universe he might not have made his most famous discovery: the mathematical proof of the existence of gravity.




*





If Newton paid for his lonely, fatherless childhood with a debilitating social awkwardness, it also left him peculiarly equipped for intense, solitary work. The mathematician and engineer Oliver Heaviside (1850–1925) provides an even more extreme example of this. While not quite in the Newton league in terms of scientific achievement, without Heaviside we would have no long-distance telephones and a much less precise understanding of the behaviour of electrical and magnetic fields. Though he isn’t a household name, Heaviside did for electromagnetism what Newton did for gravity: describing observable physical phenomena using mathematical equations.


Heaviside was born into poverty in Camden Town, London. His father was a gifted engraver, producing the woodcuts that illustrated the serialisation of Dickens’s Pickwick Papers in the Strand magazine, but the house was poky, cold and dark, with most of the windows boarded up because of window tax. Thomas Heaviside was prone to violent outbursts, and tended to pick on Oliver, the youngest of his four sons, because he refused to behave like other children. Some of this was due to Oliver’s partial deafness caused by catching scarlet fever as a toddler, but the following, heartbreakingly short school essay by the young Heaviside paints a dismal picture of life at home:




The following story is true – There was a little boy, and his father said, ‘Do try to be like other people, don’t frown.’ And he tried and tried but he could not. So his father beat him with a strap; and then he was eaten up by lions.





His deafness also meant it was hard for him to play easily with other children, so he attended the all-girls school run by his mother. He disliked most academic subjects but was encouraged in a love of science by his uncle, Charles Wheatstone, one of the inventors of the telegraph. As a result, he regularly came top in the natural sciences but near the bottom in geometry, which he hated because it only involved learning proofs: there was no room for innovation. Even as a child, Heaviside preferred to work on his own and his faith in his ability to solve problems alone often appeared boastful to his classmates. This was to cost him dearly later in his life.


He left school at sixteen but continued to study hard, teaching himself Morse code, German and Danish. Through his uncle, he got a job at the newly formed Great Northern Telegraph Company based first in Denmark and then at Newcastle. It was to be the first and last paid job Heaviside ever had.


He started well enough, devising a clever system for locating the precise damage in a telegraph wire using mathematical formulae. But then he overdid it by asking for a huge pay rise. When this was refused, his response was to announce his retirement – at the age of just twenty-four. His family and colleagues were horrified, but this was to be the pattern of his life from now on: people admired his dazzling intellect, but found him touchy and hard to read. Just as Newton had retreated to the Fens at the same age, Heaviside moved back to the family home in London, barricaded himself in a gloomy upstairs room and dedicated himself to private study. His subject was the brilliant but impenetrable work of the Scottish mathematician James Clerk Maxwell, whose Treatise on Electricity and Magnetism had just been published:




I saw that it was great, greater, and greatest, with prodigious possibilities in its power. I was determined to master the book. I was very ignorant. I had no knowledge of mathematical analysis (having learned only school algebra and trigonometry which I had largely forgotten) and thus my work was laid out for me. It took me several years before I could understand as much as I possibly could. Then I set Maxwell aside and followed my own course. And I progressed much more quickly.





Heaviside emerged with something extraordinary. He had reduced the twenty equations in which Maxwell described how electric and magnetic fields behave down to just four. These, perhaps rather unfairly, are known as ‘Maxwell’s Equations’ and are one of the cornerstones of modern physics. They inspired Einstein to call Maxwell the greatest physicist since Newton, but it was Heaviside’s work that had made them intelligible.


Heaviside spent most of the next thirty years locked in his room, surfacing only for long solitary walks. His family would leave trays of food outside his door, but when he was deeply immersed in work he could survive for days on nothing more than bowls of milk. His deafness worsened and he suffered from a condition he called ‘Hot and Cold Disease’, in which a fear of hypothermia led him to wrap himself in several layers of blankets and wear a tea cosy on his head. He also kept the temperature of his room so high that most visitors started to feel faint after a few minutes in his company.


Despite these eccentricities, the work he produced continued to amaze and baffle. He devised a new form of calculus that is now considered one of the three most important mathematical discoveries of the late nineteenth century. He solved the problem of how to send and receive messages down the same telegraph line, and how to transmit an electromagnetic signal over a long distance without distortion. This was patented in the USA by AT&T in 1904 and long-distance telephone calls became a reality. In an article for Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1902, Heaviside predicted the existence of a conducting layer in the earth’s atmosphere that would allow radio waves to follow the curve of the earth. It was eventually discovered in 1923 and named the Heaviside layer in his honour.


These breakthroughs brought Heaviside some fame but almost no money. The result was that he became more reclusive, even refusing to attend the ceremony for his election as a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1891. In 1897, aged forty-seven, he finally left home and moved to Newton Abbot in Devon. He didn’t like country life much, complaining about his ‘prying’ neighbours who ‘talk the language of the sewer and seem to glory in it’. By and by he gained a reputation as a grumpy loner who lived on tinned milk and biscuits. His one release was the new craze of cycling. He designed and built his own bicycle with foot-rests under the handlebars, so he could go ‘scorching’ down steep hills, folding his arms, sitting back and using the weight of his body to steer. He hospitalised himself twice, once after a close encounter with a chicken.


In 1909, increasingly disabled by gout and jaundice, and ostracised by his neighbours, Heaviside decided to move into a small cottage in Torquay to be nearer his brother, Charles. Mary Way, Charles’s sister-in-law, joined him as his housekeeper. Despite referring to it as his ‘Torquay marriage’, Heaviside insisted the couple kept a safe distance, only coming together to argue about what to eat or the temperature of the house. Over the next seven years, his controlling behaviour became intolerable. Mary was unable to leave the cottage and he forced her to sign a series of contracts that forbade her from even speaking to anyone else. In the end, she was rescued by her family, who found her in a near-catatonic state, a prisoner in her own home.


After Mary’s departure, Heaviside went into a steep decline. His letters to friends and family were signed, inexplicably, ‘W.O.R.M.’ He replaced all his furniture with large granite blocks, and lived in a kimono. He stopped washing himself and cleaning the house but spent a lot of time ensuring he had perfectly painted cherry-pink fingernails. The cussedness he had once reserved for other scientists he now visited on the local gas board, or ‘the Gas Barbarians’, as he called them. He stopped paying his (enormous) bills and was frequently cut off. He once attempted to restore the supply himself and ended up causing an explosion which left him with serious burns on his hands and face. In 1925 he died after falling off a ladder, and the walls of his cottage were found papered with unpaid bills.


It was a sad end for a man whose originality had earned him a place on the 1912 Nobel shortlist alongside Einstein and Max Planck. His unshakable belief in his own ideas was something he shared with Newton and Freud but Heaviside’s withdrawal from the world was absolute and he does seem to have sunk into serious mental illness in his final years. It’s impossible to judge whether this also damaged the quality of his work because the product of his neolithic furniture/pink nails period – the manuscript of the concluding part of his Electromagnetic Theory – was stolen by burglars shortly after his death. It’s a tantalising prospect. Given his track record, the chances are it was stuffed with brilliant new insights. As his friend and fellow physicist G. F. C. Searle concluded, Oliver Heaviside was ‘a first-rate oddity though never, at any time, a mental invalid’.




*





Madness was part of the birthright of a Byron. The one we all know about, the 6th Baron Byron, George Gordon (1788–1824), was just one in a long line of rogues and rebels that stretched back to the Conquest. His great-uncle William – known as the ‘Wicked Lord’ – killed his cousin in an argument over the best way of hanging game. ‘Foulweather Jack’, his grandfather, was an admiral with a knack for sailing into storms, a talent that his son and grandson inherited. Byron’s father ‘Mad Jack’ was a handsome libertine who had married his mother, Catherine Gordon, because he needed her money. He died when George was four, leaving him nothing except debts and funeral expenses. The odds of the young aristocrat growing up to live a quiet and sober life were slim and he didn’t disappoint, becoming in his turn a bisexual, an incestuous poet and the living embodiment of romanticism.


Byron’s father’s death meant his mother was forced to return to Scotland and he spent his early years in Aberdeen. He was an only child and his relationship with his mother was not a happy one, as she suffered from terrible depressive mood swings. At the age of nine he was deflowered by his governess, who would visit his bed at night and ‘play tricks with his person’. Far from enjoying the experience, it left him filled with feelings of ‘melancholy’ and she was later sacked for beating him. Like Freud – who was understandably fascinated by Byron – he grew up obsessed with Napoleon, and kept a bust of him on his desk at school. He amused himself by reading and claimed to have read 4,000 novels by the age of fifteen.


Byron’s way of dealing with his difficult early life is in marked contrast to the solitariness of a Newton or a Heaviside. He flung himself into the world, shocking his fellow undergraduates at Cambridge by keeping a bear in his room, drinking burgundy from a human skull and consorting with choirboys. Immediately after college, he set off on a long, decadent European Grand Tour, which got as far as Turkey and during which he and his friends wrote, drank and slept with a large number of both boys and girls.


The publication of the first two cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage meant Byron returned in 1812 to find himself famous. Rather like the young Leonardo, he cultivated his new-found celebrity by making sure he looked the part, insisting on white linen trousers, which he would wear only once and order in batches of two dozen at a time. He also ordered silk handkerchiefs in batches of 100, even though, at 9 guineas, each set cost the annual salary of the average domestic servant at the time.


The early poems created a new kind of hero, which we now call Byronic: moody, rebellious, smart, sophisticated and promiscuous, with a troubled past and a cynical view of life. Byron did his best to live up to it, although he wasn’t particularly tall, had a club foot that gave him a pronounced limp, and found it difficult to control his weight, frequently putting himself on starvation diets:




I especially dread, in this world, two things, to which I have reason to believe I am equally predisposed – growing fat and growing mad.





Despite this, Byron was irresistible to women. The archive of John Murray, his publisher, contains locks of hair posted to him from the heads and pubic regions of over a hundred women (including, most famously, Lady Caroline Lamb). Byron would sometimes reciprocate, although he was more likely to send a tuft cut from Boatswain, his Newfoundland dog. Lurking behind all his dealings with women is the feeling he didn’t like them much – as one wag put it: ‘He had to get off with women because he could not get on with them.’ The one exception was his half-sister, Augusta Leigh. They had an affair and eventually a child together, and it seems likely that he decided soon afterwards to get married to someone else in order to reduce the risk of scandal.


This proved disastrous. For reasons that he was never able to explain properly, he decided to propose to Annabella Milbanke, the rather prim, maths-loving cousin of his former mistress, Lady Caroline Lamb. He claimed he was attracted to her because she didn’t dance (Byron couldn’t because of his deformed foot). The union was doomed from the start. He spent the journey to the church singing Albanian drinking songs, refused to kiss her during the service and later confessed he’d been fantasising about an old flame throughout the ceremony. They spent several weeks honeymooning at Seaham Hall, near Durham. The house was freezing cold and the only display of anything resembling affection Byron showed took place shortly after they’d arrived, when he roughly consummated the marriage on the drawing-room couch. Even the wedding cake was inedible: it had been baked a month earlier and had gone stale. Soon after the honeymoon, just to rub things in, the newly-weds visited Augusta. During their stay, Byron banned his new wife from the drawing room and only slept in the marital bed when Augusta’s period began. More humiliations followed, including his threatening her, while she was pregnant, with a loaded pistol. To no one’s great surprise, Annabella left him on grounds of mental cruelty a year later. The subsequent court case, with its rumours of marital violence, incest and sodomy, destroyed Byron’s social reputation and forced him into an exile on the Continent from which he never returned.
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One of the patterns that links the group of lives in this chapter is how few of them went on to have children of their own. Leonardo and Newton were gay; Heaviside died a virgin. Freud did have six children, despite disliking sex, but was only really close – arguably too close – to his youngest, Anna. It is interesting to speculate what Byron would have been like as a father. Against the odds, Annabella did bear him a daughter, Augusta Ada Byron King, Countess of Lovelace, generally known as Ada Lovelace (1815–52), but he saw her only once, fleetingly. Thereafter, her mother did everything she could to protect the girl from the legacy of her father’s memory.


Annabella, after her divorce, became a cold and domineering control freak. She delegated the upbringing of her child to three female staff, whom Lovelace later called ‘the Three Furies’. They were spies as well as teachers: Lovelace was allowed no freedom of thought or action and was brought up on an unvarying diet of logic, mathematics and science but ‘not and never’ poetry. She was twenty before she even saw a portrait of her father.


The repressive parental regime backfired in an interesting way. Lovelace fulfilled her mother’s hopes by developing exceptional gifts as a mathematician, but she also proved herself her father’s daughter by bringing a poetic imagination to bear on mathematical problems. At thirteen, she was doing Leonardo-like calculations for a flying machine. By seventeen she had survived a debilitating bout of measles and run the full gamut of teenage rebellion from migraines and dramatic weight loss to an attempted elopement. She entered society, keen on both dancing and intelligent conversation. As one of the few women at the time who could talk passionately about algebra, she soon had a group of admirers that included the most eminent scientists of the day.


One of these was the mathematician and engineer Charles Babbage, who was then trying to fund his Difference Engine, an 8-foot-high, 15-ton, 25,000-part mechanical calculator which he had hoped would render obsolete the notoriously inaccurate books of tables on which the whole financial system depended. The reason such tables were unreliable was that they were compiled by people, known as ‘computers’. (The first use of the word computer to mean any kind of calculating machine wasn’t until 1897, a quarter of a century after Babbage’s death.) Babbage failed to get his Difference Engine built, but he was very taken with Lovelace and over the next few years shared with her his plans for an even more ambitious project: the analytical engine, a larger, steam-driven calculator that could be programmed by adapting the punched cards recently used to automate French silk looms.


Babbage could see Lovelace’s money and connections would be helpful, but he couldn’t have anticipated how fully she would understand the machine’s potential. Despite being married with three children under eight, she offered to translate a description of the engine produced by the Italian philosopher Luigi Menebrea. Her work so impressed Babbage that he asked for her notes. They turned out to be three times the length of the original text. Published together, the book became an instant best-seller. It was, after all, by Byron’s daughter on a subject women weren’t supposed to understand. It is also a key text in the history of computing. Not only had Lovelace produced the very first computer program – a plan to get the machine to produce the complex sequence known as Bernoulli numbers – she also allowed her imagination free rein, predicting that in the future such an engine might be used to compose music and reproduce graphics and become an invaluable tool for science, commerce and the arts. More even than Babbage himself, Ada Lovelace saw the awesome potential of what was one day to be known as the computer. In 1979, the US defence department named their software language ‘Ada’ in her honour, and her portrait is on the holographic stickers Microsoft use to authenticate their products.


Over the next decade, Babbage again tried and failed to get his engine built. Lovelace had other priorities. Her social status enhanced by her success, she was busy living up to her Byronic inheritance. Dosed on laudanum or cannabis to dull the pain of a slow-growing cancer, she fell out with her mother and her husband by plunging into a series of intense relationships. She had a brief affair with Dickens and then fell for John Crosse, a professional gambler who inspired her to devise a mathematical system to beat the bookies. There is no record of whether it worked, but her daughter Anne did go on to found the Crabbet stud, from which almost all the world’s pure-bred Arabian horses now claim descent. Lovelace died at thirty-six, exactly the same age as Byron himself, and, for all her mother’s attempts to keep them apart, she was buried next to him.


Lovelace’s story is an interesting variant on the absent-father scenario. Whether consciously or not, she established some kind of harmonic resonance with his memory during her short life, no doubt encouraged by her mother’s hysterical attempts to suppress it. Who knows how the father–daughter bond might have evolved if he had lived? Byron’s life and relationships were notoriously messy, full of betrayal and recrimination. Her story reminds us that sometimes a dead father, particularly an iconic one, might be more useful than a living one.




*





Hans, the father of Hans Christian Andersen (1805–75), died when his son was eleven, but by then the die was already cast. The Danish storyteller responsible for some of the most popular tales ever told endured a life of misery that bordered on the operatic. He was born in an Odense slum, the son of a cobbler and a washerwoman (possibly the only thing he had in common with Stalin). The family lived in a one-room house and, even before his father’s death, the young Hans had been subjected to enough trauma to fill a lifetime of therapy. Several biographers have suggested he may have suffered sexual abuse as a boy – in his mostly autobiographical first novel, The Improvisatore, a man called Federico lures a young boy into a cave – and an early teacher called Fedder Carstens, whom Andersen claimed was ‘fond of me, gave me cakes and flowers and patted me on the cheeks’, mysteriously left town within a year of Andersen’s arrival at the school. As an adult, Andersen had a severe dislike of underground places.


They were a warm family, but his father became obsessed with the idea let slip by his grandmother that the family had once been rich and possibly even royal. This made an impression on the young Hans and fuelled his sense of being different from the other children in his neighbourhood. As soon as his father died, he was forced to work to support himself. It was a dismal experience. While helping his grandmother at a hospital for the insane, he looked through a crack in a door and saw a naked woman in a room singing to herself. The woman noticed him and threw herself at the door in a murderous rage: the little trapdoor through which she received her food sprang open and she glared at him, her fingers scrabbling at his clothes. When an attendant at last arrived, Andersen was screaming in terror, ‘half-dead with fear’.


His experience in a clothing mill was no better. His appearance was so effeminate that a group of his co-workers forced him to pull his trousers down in front of the rest of the workforce to see if he was a girl. Later, he signed up as a carpenter’s apprentice but, on his first day at work, the previous episode still fresh in his mind, he could do nothing but stand trembling, blushing and upset. The other apprentices noticed his distress and taunted him until he fled.


Andersen was an unprepossessing young man. Clumsy, pinheaded and perpetually dreamy, he walked around with his eyes half-closed: people would ask his mother if he was blind. Even his walk was unintentionally comic; one contemporary described it as ‘a hopping along almost like a monkey’. This physical clumsiness meant he failed to fulfil the one dream that had sustained him since his early childhood: to become an actor. However, Jonas Collin, one of the directors of the Royal Theatre, took pity on him after his audition and offered to pay for him to return to school. The friendship with Collin and his family was one of the few relationships that Andersen managed to maintain through his life – but the return to school was a disaster. At the age of seventeen he was put in the lowest class with eleven-and twelve-year-olds, which, when added to his lanky frame and his dyslexia, made him an easy target for the sadistic bullying of the headmaster, who referred to him as an ‘overgrown lump’.


Andersen emerged from this in worse shape than before. He was deeply neurotic, tormented by stress-induced toothaches, convinced his addiction to masturbation would lead to his penis falling off or send him mad. He was terrified of open spaces, of sailing, of being either burned or buried alive and of seeing a woman naked (the result of his experience at the asylum as a child). He was so embarrassed about his skinny, concave chest that he built it up by stuffing newspaper in his shirt.


His love life was equally barren. Not one of his (usually gay) crushes was reciprocated. As his literary fame grew, he began to travel widely and struck up friendships with Mendelssohn and Dickens, and got to know Balzac, Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas and Heinrich Heine. But rather like Heaviside there was something about Andersen’s manner that annoyed people. He could be both vain and ingratiating at the same time. After staying with his hero Dickens in 1857, his host stuck a card above the bed in the guest room saying: ‘Hans Andersen slept in this room for five weeks which seemed to the family AGES.’ Many think that the character of Uriah Heep was based on Andersen. Once he arrived unannounced to visit the other great contemporary master of the fairy tale, Jacob Grimm. Unfortunately, Grimm had never heard of Andersen and showed him the door.


His forays around Europe meeting the rich and famous did not go down well at home, and he was often abused on the streets of Copenhagen with shouts of: ‘Look! There’s our orangutan who’s so famous abroad!’ Even his closest friends, the Collin family, would call him ‘the show-off’, and it was said that there was no man in Denmark about whom so many jokes were told.


Later in life, Andersen, rich but lonely, took to visiting brothels, paying the girls simply to talk to him. Like Newton and Heaviside, he died a virgin but bad luck pursued him even beyond the grave. The man he had loved in vain since childhood, Edvard, the married son of Jonas Collin, was originally buried with Andersen (along with his wife), as the writer had requested, but the family later changed its mind and moved them, leaving Andersen to face eternity much as he had lived – alone.


In Denmark, Andersen’s ‘adult’ plays and novels are still read, but it is the fairy tales that have made him famous internationally. Translated into 150 languages, inspiring countless adaptations and still selling by the millions each year, they are truly universal stories. It is impossible not to see Andersen – the gawky outsider whose love remained unrequited – in the tales of the Little Mermaid or the Ugly Duckling. Perhaps because the unhappiness of his childhood meant he was never able to ‘grow up’ properly in his personal life, his best and most powerful writing was always for children.




*





In most of the lives in this chapter the death or absence of a father operated subconsciously in shaping the pattern of the life. In the case of Salvador Dalí (1904–89), it was flamboyantly self-conscious. Dalí set out purposely to annoy and punish his father, who was a respectable lawyer and strict disciplinarian. The young Salvador deliberately wet his bed until he was eight, and developed a lifelong scatological obsession, depositing faeces all over the house. To further infuriate his father, he also developed illegible handwriting – in reality, he could write perfectly well. At school, again, just to annoy his father, he pretended not to know things.


The generous interpretation is that this was a form of attention-seeking. The circumstances of his birth were unusual. His parents had lost their first son – also called Salvador – only nine months and ten days earlier. He had been only two years old and the parents never fully recovered from the trauma. They talked continually of their lost ‘genius’, hung a photograph of him over their bed and regularly took the ‘new’ Salvador to visit the grave. It was all very disturbing for the young Dalí, who was made to feel he was somehow a reincarnation of his elder brother.


He grew up an unusually fearful child, plunging into fits of hysteria if he was touched, or saw a grasshopper or, like Andersen, a naked female body (this wasn’t helped by his father keeping an illustrated medical textbook on venereal disease on the piano to terrify him). But like all the lives in this chapter he had an exaggerated sense of his own importance, dreaming, as Freud and Byron had done, of becoming a great hero:




At the age of six I wanted to be a cook. At seven I wanted to be Napoleon. And my ambition has been growing steadily ever since.





Dalí’s grandiose self-assurance gathered pace during his teens. But, for all the posturing, he was prodigiously gifted, and was able to paint and draw with a classical precision that few of his contemporaries could match. As his mother remarked of his childhood sketches: ‘When he says he’ll draw a swan, he draws a swan, and when he says he’ll do a duck, it’s a duck.’ At the Royal Academy in Madrid, he got himself expelled for refusing to take an oral exam. He wrote in explanation,




I am very sorry but I am infinitely more intelligent than these three professors, and I therefore refuse to be examined by them. I know this subject much too well.





His relationship with his father, always strained, deteriorated further after his mother died when he was seventeen. Dalí would call this ‘the greatest blow I had experienced in my life’. Eight years later, in 1929, things came to a head when his father was made aware of an early Surrealist sketch by Dalí called Sacred Heart which contained an outline of Christ covered by the words: Sometimes I Spit with Pleasure on the Portrait of My Mother. His father asked him to renounce it publicly. Dalí refused and was physically thrown out of the family home and told never to return (although he claimed he came back soon afterwards with a condom containing his own sperm and handed it to his father saying, ‘Take that. I owe you nothing any more!’).


The year 1929 proved a turning point for other reasons. It was the year that Dalí joined the Surrealists and made, with Luis Buñuel, the first and best Surrealist film, Un Chien Andalou. The most shocking imagery in the film – an eyeball being sliced open with a razor blade, the dead donkeys on the piano – leapt straight from Dalí’s fertile dream life. This was also the year he first met Elena Diakonova, better known as Gala, the violent Russian nymphomaniac who became his muse, business manager and chief tormentor. Though she was married to the writer Paul Eluard at the time, Dalí immediately set out to seduce her. He concocted a malodorous paste from fish glue and cow dung, and daubed himself with it so that he smelt like the local ram. He then shaved his armpits, and stuck an orange geranium behind his ear. The strategy worked: they remained together as a couple until Gala’s death in 1982.


The relationship probably wasn’t ever consummated – at least not in the usual way. Dalí was (like Andersen) addicted to masturbation and much preferred to offer the oversexed Gala to other men (a practice known as candaulism, after the ancient Lydian king Candaules, who arranged to have his friend surreptitiously watch his wife undress). In return Gala looked after the practical side of their lives, as Dalí was incapable of even paying a taxi fare.


By 1936 Dalí had become an international sensation, even featuring on the cover of Time magazine. Fame only encouraged him to stage ever more ridiculous stunts. For Christmas, in 1936, he sent Harpo Marx a harp with barbed-wire strings as a present. (Harpo replied with a photograph of himself with bandaged fingers.)When he came to London to deliver a lecture, he wore a full diving suit with plastic hands strapped to the torso and a helmet topped with a Mercedes radiator cap. Sporting a jewelled dagger in his belt, he held two white Russian wolfhounds on a leash with one hand and a billiard cue in the other. He looked fantastic, but it nearly killed him. Dalí hadn’t taken into account the fact that he couldn’t breathe inside his helmet. He started the lecture but soon began to run out of oxygen. The audience didn’t know he was suffocating and Gala had gone out for a coffee. He collapsed and his friends tried to hammer the bolts open on the helmet, to no avail. Finally, when Dalí was nearly dead, a worker with a spanner was found who freed him.


This clownish side to Dalí annoyed the other surrealists and, in the run up to war, his infantile fantasies quickly lost their charm: ‘I often dreamed of Hitler as a woman. His flesh, which I had imagined whiter than white, ravished me.’ When he declared his support for Franco in 1939 the other surrealists expelled him. His response was typical: ‘There is one difference between the surrealists and me. I am a surrealist.’


The other thing that angered his colleagues was his (or rather, Gala’s) knack for making money. André Breton had already christened him ‘Avida Dollars’ (an anagram meaning ‘I want dollars’) and Dalí himself confessed to ‘a pure, vertical, mystical, gothic love of cash’. The next two decades saw him transform himself into the first and biggest ever artist-celebrity, living in New York, working with Walt Disney and Hitchcock, designing the Chupa Chups lollipop wrapper and appearing on a host of TV adverts. He even created his own range of merchandise: artificial fingernails containing mirrors; Bakelite furniture which could be moulded to fit the body; shoes fitted with springs to increase the pleasure of walking; and dresses with anatomical paddings to make women look more attractive. Outrageously he also signed sheets of blank artists’ paper for $10 each (there may be as many as 50,000 still in circulation). By the mid-1960s, Dalí had achieved his dream of universal popularity: he was one of the most recognisable people in the world and about as far away from his father’s modest ambition of turning him into an agricultural scientist as it was possible to imagine:




Every morning upon awakening, I experience a supreme pleasure: that of being Salvador Dalí, and I ask myself, wonderstruck, what prodigious thing will he do today, this Salvador Dalí.





In 1958, when being interviewed by Mike Wallace for 60 Minutes, Dalí had pronounced: ‘Dalí is immortal and will not die.’ It is a fascinating interview, despite the succession of preposterous statements (of which this is but one). What is revealing is not so much what he says but the fact that he refers to himself throughout in the third person. When he claims that ‘Dalí himself’ is his greatest work of art, for once, he isn’t joking. The waxed moustache, the staring eyes, the cape and cane, the dramatic rolling of his ‘r’s: Dalí’s whole life had become a performance.


The messianic braggadocio didn’t last: Dalí’s last years were tragic. He ended up in a stupor of clinical depression, ravaged by Parkinson’s disease and cold-shouldered by Gala. To visit her in the castle he had restored and furnished for her, she insisted he apply in writing. When she died, he took to his bed, which in 1984 he managed set on fire by short-circuiting the button he used to call for his nurse. Eventually, he stopped eating, talking and drawing completely and finally died of heart failure, aged eighty-four. He is buried in the crypt of his own Teatre-Museu (Theatre-Museum) in Figueres, very close to where he was born.


In many ways, though, Dalí had never really left home at all. Despite the extravagance of his created ‘Dalí’ persona, he remained stuck in the pattern of his childhood: desperate to assert his identity, desperate to impress his father. For all the Freudian window-dressing of his art, Dalí didn’t really develop as an artist or a human being. He is not an artist to turn to if you want insight. Interestingly, he once met Freud (whom he often referred to as his real ‘father’) in London in 1938. The eighty-two-year-old psychologist watched him draw. ‘That boy looks like a fanatic,’ he remarked to a colleague. Dalí was, of course, delighted: he didn’t care what people said about him, only that they talked about him.




*





We can be certain Freud didn’t intend it as a compliment. The best definition of fanatic as a psychological category comes from Aldous Huxley: ‘a man who consciously over-compensates a secret doubt’. This is perfect for Dalí, the boy who never escaped the shadow cast by his older dead namesake, but it might apply equally well to Leonardo, Andersen, Ada Lovelace or even Freud himself. The relentless drive to succeed, the need to become famous, the emotional withdrawal, the sexual hang-ups, all are present and correct. What was their shared secret doubt? Obviously, it adapts itself to the particular circumstances, but all doubted they were good enough to please the angry, absent or inadequate father who had dominated their formative years. It is one of the great paradoxes, but without those individual acts of over-compensation we might be living in a world without the Mona Lisa, psychoanalysis, space travel, or the machine on which these words are written.




* Lime-burners heated chalk in a kiln to 1,100 °C, to make quicklime, the main ingredient of mortar (the forerunner of cement) used in building.


   It was an important but badly paid and dangerous job. The dust could cause blindness or spontaneously combust, producing hideous burns. On top of that, carbon monoxide released by the process made the lime-burners dizzy. It was an easy matter to fall into the kiln and be incinerated.




















CHAPTER TWO


Happy-go-lucky







I have tried too, in my time, to be a philosopher; but I don’t know how, cheerfulness was always breaking in.


OLIVER EDWARDS in Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson (1791)





History records surprisingly few cheerful people. Philosophers, in particular, have the reputation for being about as miserable as comedians, but Epicurus (341–270 BC) isn’t one of them. His poor reputation is of a very different kind, as the high priest of high living and sensual pleasure, the philosopher of the debauchee and the gourmand.


Except that he wasn’t. So far from indulging in orgies and banquets, Epicurus lived on barley bread and fruit, with cheese as a special treat only on feast days. Celibate himself, he discouraged sexual relations among his followers, and his students were allowed no more than a pint of wine a day.


But Epicurus had the misfortune to live in the highly competitive golden age of Greek philosophy, where he found himself up against the Academy founded by Plato, and the porch (stoa) of the Stoics: both articulate and well-organised opponents. The mud they slung at him over two millennia ago has stuck firm.


He was born into an Athenian family but grew up on the island of Samos, a mile off the coast of what is now Turkey. He was thirty-five before he arrived in Athens, taking a house with a large garden and setting up a school. He had brought his pupils with him and, unlike the Academicians and Stoics, with their very public disputations, the Epicureans kept themselves to themselves. Inscribed over the entrance arch were the alluring words: ‘Stranger, here you will do well to tarry; here our highest good is pleasure.’ You can see how the rumours started.


In fact, the Epicurean definition of pleasure is quite precise. It is simply ‘the absence of pain in the body and of trouble in the soul’, or ataraxia. This tranquil state is to be attained by ‘sober reasoning’ and most specifically not by ‘an unbroken succession of drinking bouts and of revelry’, ‘sexual lust’ and ‘the enjoyment of fish and other delicacies’.


Epicurus’ idea of ‘the good life’ was also not what you’d expect. ‘It is impossible’, he wrote, ‘to live a pleasant life without living wisely and honourably and justly, and it is impossible to live wisely and honourably and justly without living pleasantly.’ Decent behaviour depends on a decent standard of living. Asked to name the bare necessities, most of us would list food, water, warmth and shelter, but Epicurus insisted on a few more: freedom, thought and friendship. ‘Of all the things’, he wrote, ‘which contribute to a blessed life, none is more important, more fruitful, than friendship.’ Food and wine are pleasurable mainly because they are sociable. ‘Eating or drinking without a friend is the life of a lion or a wolf.’


For a good meal with friends, something you can well do without (‘fish and other delicacies’ aside) is fear. ‘It is better to be free of fear while lying upon a pallet, than to have a golden couch and a rich table and be full of trouble.’ The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche observed: ‘Wisdom hasn’t come a step further since Epicurus, but has often gone many thousands of steps backwards.’ One such backward step is to forget Epicurus’ core idea: that freedom from pain depends on the absence of fear – fear of loss, fear of being found out, and, worst of all, fear of death. Epicurus solved the last one by dropping the whole idea of an afterlife – and with it the fear of eternal punishment. When you’re gone, you’re gone. What matters is a calm and contented life in the here and now. Ideally, sitting under a tree, talking philosophy with friends. But what Epicurus meant by ‘philosophy’ was different, too. ‘Vain is the word of a philosopher’, he said, ‘which does not heal any suffering.’


This cheery benevolence makes Epicurus one of the sanest and most attractive of the major Greek philosophers. But there is much more to him than that. He was the first person to advocate equal rights for slaves and for women, and the first to offer free schooling. In teaching that we should believe only what we can test through observation, he laid the cornerstone of scientific method; and he was also one of the founders of atomic physics. Democritus of Abdera (460–570 BC) – known as the ‘laughing philosopher’ for finding life more comic than tragic – had guessed that the world was composed of atomoi: units of matter that were too small to be divided, but Epicurus took this further: ‘Events in the world are ultimately based on the motions and interactions of atoms moving in empty space.’ That implied no organising intelligence – any gods were made of atoms like the rest of us. These ideas – of fundamental randomness and the lack of a planned design for nature – anticipate both quantum mechanics and natural selection. Furthermore, Epicurus’ dictum ‘minimise harm; maximise happiness’ was the first Greek version of the Golden Rule (‘do as you would be done by’). It has inspired thinkers as diverse as Thomas Jefferson (the words ‘the pursuit of happiness’ in the US constitution are based on it) and Karl Marx (who gained his doctorate from a study of Epicurus). The humanist movement also claims him. The ancient sentence, engraved in Latin on the tombstones of his many Roman followers – non fui, fui, non sum, non curo, ‘I was not; I have been; I am not; I do not mind’ – is often used at humanist funerals. The philosophy of Epicurus is closer to Buddhism than any other Western philosopher’s. Maxims such as: ‘If you will make a man happy, add not to his riches, but take away from his desires’ and ‘A free life cannot acquire many possessions, because this is not easy to do without servility to mobs or monarchs’ suggest he may have known of the teachings of Gautama Buddha (about 563–483 BC), who had died over a century earlier. Equally likely, Epicurus had simply come to the same conclusions from the same close observation of human life and suffering.


We don’t know much about Epicurus the man. Perhaps because he advocated the ‘hidden life’: keeping the company of friends, not getting married, and refusing the limelight that other philosophers craved. But even his opponents praised him for his humane and genial temperament. His 300 books have survived only as quotations in the work of other writers. All we have by him are three letters. One was written to his friend and pupil Idomeneus as Epicurus was dying, painfully, from kidney stones:




I have written this letter to you on a happy day to me, which is also the last day of my life. For I have been attacked by a painful inability to urinate, and also dysentery, so violent that nothing can be added to the violence of my sufferings. But the cheerfulness of my mind, which comes from the recollection of  all my philosophical contemplation, counterbalances all these afflictions. And I beg you to take care of the children of Metrodorus, in a manner worthy of the devotion shown by the young man to me, and to philosophy.





This mix of courage, humour and concern for others is the real Epicureanism. Weathering the unjust slurs, it became, with Stoicism, the most popular belief system in the classical world for over 800 years until the adoption of Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire in 312 ad. You can see why the Church suppressed it. Here is Epicurus’ mantra, known as the Tetrapharmakon, or ‘Four Cures’.








Don’t fear God,


Don’t worry about death;


What is good is easy to get, and


What is terrible is easy to endure.











It was almost 2,000 years before anything this simple and useful was produced again in the West: a kind of How to be Cheerful in Four Easy Lessons.




*





Vegetarianism, brotherly love and kidney stones also figure in the action-packed life of Benjamin Franklin (1706–90), ‘the only President of the United States who was never President of the United States’.


Of all America’s Founding Fathers, he best represents the excitement, energy and originality of the new colony. Born in Boston, the fifteenth of seventeen children and the youngest son of a youngest son, his parents were English Puritans. His father, Josiah, was a candle-maker who had emigrated from Northampton in 1683. The family wasn’t rich and Ben left school at ten. By twelve, he was working as a printer, apprenticed to his elder brother James.


In 1721, James had established the New-England Courant, the American colonies’ first independent newspaper. The following year, the paper ran a series of letters purporting to be from a Mrs Silence Dogood, a middle-aged widow. They caused a small sensation; not only were they a fine political satire, aimed at embarrassing the Puritan establishment in the city, but the character of Mrs Dogood was so convincing that several gentlemen wrote in with proposals of marriage. When James discovered the letters were in fact the work of his younger brother, he was furious. But the sixteen-year-old Ben, flushed with his first literary success and tired of being bullied by James, responded by doing the unthinkable: he quit his job and ran away, first to New York and then to Philadelphia, where he found work in another printing house.


Mischievousness, courage and standing up to tyranny were to be the hallmarks of Ben Franklin’s life, finding their ultimate expression in the Declaration of Independence. After an adventurous two-year interlude in London consorting with ‘lewd women’, impressing the British by swimming in the Thames, and learning the art of typesetting, he returned to Philadelphia where he set up his own printing firm and founded a society of like-minded tradesmen called the Junto – loosely derived from the Spanish for ‘joined’ – whose innovative thinking was to revolutionise the city.


Philadelphia was already an interesting place. Named after the Greek for ‘brotherly love’, unlike most of the Puritan enclaves (such as Boston) it embraced religious toleration. All the Protestant denominations were represented – Moravians, Lutherans, Quakers, Calvinists – and there was even a Jewish community. Franklin, though always a believer, was no sectarian. He approved of the idea that all faiths should be allowed to flourish side by side. In a letter justifying his views to his hardline Puritan parents he explained: ‘I think vital religion has always suffered when orthodoxy is more regarded than virtue. And the Scripture assures me that at the last day we shall not be examined by what we thought, but what we did.’
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