

[image: Illustration]







[image: Illustration]










 


Copyright © 2023 Katie Spalding


The right of Katie Spalding to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by
WILDFIRE
an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


First published as an Ebook in Great Britain by
WILDFIRE
an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP in 2023


Chapter opener line drawings and jacket images courtesy of Shutterstock


Cover design by Steve Leard


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 9409 8


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk










Contents



Title Page


Copyright Page


About Katie Spaldin


Praise


About the Book


Dedication


Acknowledgments


Introduction


1.   The Mathematical Cult Leader Pythagoras, and His Incredibly Stupid Death


2.   Confucius Was an Ugly Nerd with Low Self-Esteem


3.   Never, Ever Hire Leonardo da Vinci


4.   Galileo Utterly Fails to Read the Room


5.   The Entirely Unbelievable Life of Tycho Brahe


6.   When René Descartes Got Baked


7.   Isaac Newton and the Philosopher’s Stone


8.   Mozart Uses His Superstar Status to Tell Us All to Kiss His Arse … Over and Over Again


9.   Benjamin Franklin Uses World-Changing Technology to Prank Friends, Self


10. Émilie du Châtelet Cares Not for Your Social Mores, and She Will Fight You in Her Underwear to Prove It


11. Johann Christian Reil Invents Psychiatry and Things Get Really Weird Really Quickly


12. Napoleon Bonaparte’s Fluffiest Foe


13. Lord Byron, the Patron Saint of Fuckboys


14. Ada Lovelace’s (Husband’s) Family Jewels


15. Galois Hunting


16. John Couch Adams Ignores His Mail, Loses Neptune


17. You Really Wouldn’t Want to Hang Out with Karl Marx


18. Charles Darwin: Glutton; Worm Dad; Murderer?


19. James Glaisher, the Victorian Weatherman Who Nearly Became an Astronaut


20. Sigmund Freud Used Cocaine So Much He Thought Numbers Wanted to Kill Him


21. Arthur Conan Doyle Gets Pranked So Hard He Claims Fairies Exist


22. Thomas Edison’s Lesser-Known Invention: Dial-a-Ghost


23. Real-Life Supervillain Nicola Tesla Takes the Term ‘Pigeon Fancying’ a Bit Too Literally


24. Marie Curie Defies All the Odds to Accidentally Poison Both Herself and Thousands of Strangers


25. Albert Einstein: Public Nuisance, Love Rat


26. Kurt Gödel, the Disney Princess Who Broke Time


27. Maya Angelou, in: Stop! Or My Mom Will Shoot


28. Ernest Hemingway May Have Been the Worst Double Agent Ever


29. Yukio Mishima and the Shortest, Gayest Fascist Coup in History


30. NASA Forgets About Women, Toilets and the Metric System


Epilogue


References


Index









 


Katie Spalding spent ten years of her life studying maths, which is just about the upper limit on how much maths you can do before people start actively avoiding you at parties. Ironically, the high point of her academic career was appearing on University Challenge twice, during which times she answered zero questions on maths or science but performed surprisingly well on the ‘historical cross-dressers’ and ‘New World monkeys’ round. Katie now writes for the science news website IFLScience, and has supplied research for the TV show QI and its sister podcast No Such Thing as a Fish.









Praise for The Limits of Genius:


‘Katie Spalding is one of those annoyingly talented writers. Funny, and with an absurd amount of obscure knowledge, The Limit of Genius is a must-read on how everyone is much, much stupider than they make out. What more could you ask for than a book that’ll make you feel less of an idiot than Einstein?’
James Felton, author of 52 Times Britain Was a Bellend


‘The Limits of Genius is a masterful combination of historical research and comedic storytelling, infused with erudition and judiciously dropped F-bombs. I laughed out loud on nearly every page. It is truly inspiring to read about the stupidity of geniuses. Thank you, Katie, for knocking these wunderkinds down a few pegs and making the rest of us feel smarter in the process’
Justin Gregg, author of If Nietzsche Were a Narwhal


‘With wit and charm, each of Katie Spalding’s stories in The Limits of Genius nudges, pushes and eventually shoves some of our most illustrious celebrity thinkers right off their pedestals’
David McRaney, author of You Are Not So Smart


‘The Limits of Genius is a light-hearted and amusing account of some of history’s most influential people. Even the brightest minds can produce some truly dim moments and this book doesn’t hold back’
Nick Caruso, author of Does It Fart?


‘Funny and brilliantly researched . . . vivid writing’
Shappi Khorsandi, writer and comedian


‘An extremely entertaining book. The Leonardo chapter left me helpless with mirth and the Karl Marx one brilliantly tells my favourite “Karl Marx gets passed” anecdote better than any version I’ve ever seen. Smart and hilarious what’s not to like’
Otto English, author of Fake Heroes


‘Such a great idea I wish I’d come up with it first. One of those books that makes you laugh so much you forget you’re learning stuff’
Jonn Elledge, author of The Compendium of (Not Quite) Everything
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THE LIMITS OF GENIUS


The Surprising Stupidity of the World's Greatest Minds


A hilarious look at how the line between 'genius' and 'extremely lucky idiot' is finer than we'd like to admit.


The more you delve into the stories behind history's greatest names, the more you realise they have something in common: a mystifying lack of common sense. Take Marie Curie, famous for both discovering radioactivity and having absolutely zero lab safety protocols. Or Lord Byron, who literally took a bear with him to university. Or James Glaisher, a hot-air balloon pioneer who nearly ended up as the world's first human satellite...


From Nikola Tesla falling in love with a pigeon to non-swimmer Albert Einstein's near-fatal love of sailing holidays, The Limits of Genius is filled with examples of the so-called brightest and best of humanity doing, to put it bluntly, some really dumb shit. These are the stories that deserve to be told but never are: the hilarious, regrettable and downright baffling lesser-known achievements of the men and women who somehow managed to bungle their way into our history books.









To my grandad and my Roo










Acknowledgements


As a kid, I could never understand why Oscar speeches went on so long. I vowed that if I were ever to receive an award or create some wonderful achievement that I was super proud of, I would do the opposite: just go balls to the wall, ‘glad you liked it; I’ve nobody to thank but myself; peace out losers.’


Having now actually achieved something of note, however, I must begrudgingly admit that there are many, many people that it simply wouldn’t have been possible without. Martyn: you’ve basically been a single parent for the last six months, and I owe you an enormous (metaphorical and not legally binding, because I know what you’re like) debt for that. I’d say it’ll never happen again, but we both know I’ve enjoyed becoming a real-life author too much for that to be the truth. Sorry.


On a practical level, I’ve simply got to mention Jom Felmtom, and Doug Young, both of whom were critical to the project’s success and indeed existence at all. Doug: thank you for taking me on and supporting me and my absolute lack of business nous throughout everything.


To Lauras M and B, whom I can almost guarantee will not ever see this, I will be forever grateful. Without their expertise and encouragement, I may never have been able to start writing again after R was born; thank you both for reminding me that I existed as a person, outside of that dark fog of PPD, and that I could again.


Thank you to my mum, who instilled in me a love of reading, and to my grandad, who gave me a love of stories – they overlap, but they’re not the same thing. The first stories I remember writing were on my grandad’s PC – his old MS-DOS machine in his office that smelled like chess boards and tobacco – and I hope he’d be especially happy that I managed to get the story of Galois out to more people.


I already gave James a shout out, but it would be remiss of me to not include the rest of what my scrawled notes here appear to call ‘the Shrumps’: V, Dani, bex, Sorch, Rob, Boydy and Craig. Thank you for being my internet siblings, father and occasional drop-in meme machine all these years.


And last, but definitely not least, I am contractually obliged to thank my editor, Lindsay Davies.


Ha! Got ya. Lindsay is amazing: she was always there for me, endlessly supportive and understanding, and has, at this point, combed through hundreds of thousands of words of my bullshit so that you don’t have to. I really couldn’t have asked for a better editor, and I hope she doesn’t mind my little joke here.


Thanks for reading, if you did. Sláinte motherfuckers!










Introduction



[image: Illustration]


As Albert Einstein almost certainly never said, everyone is a genius – but if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid. The message behind it is clear: everyone has different strengths, and you shouldn’t feel bad that you have no idea how c stands for ‘speed of light’ or why multiplying it by m will give you E, because there’s probably a bunch of stuff you can do that Einstein couldn’t.


It’s kind of ironic that whoever first came up with this saying chose Einstein as its supposed progenitor, because in fish terms, the man who gave the world the theories of special and general relativity, rewriting the very laws of physics of the universe, was dumb as a box of rocks.


Let me explain: imagine you’re a fish, living in the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of Long Island in the late 1930s. There you are, swimming along with all your fishy pals, minding your fishy business – when, suddenly, in bursts some huge hairy beast out of the sky, splashing around, making a huge scene and freaking everybody out with its cries of ‘Help! Help! I can’t swim, I’m going to drown!’ Which you don’t even understand, because, you know, you’re a fish.


And now imagine that’s the sixth time that’s happened. This week.


At some point, you’re going to stop swimming away in fear from this wild-haired intruder and start trying to put it out of its obvious misery. I guess what I’m saying is: it’s amazing that Einstein was never murdered by a bunch of pissed-off cod, because despite being probably the guy most people in the West would associate with the word ‘genius’, he never learned to swim.


Now, I’m not here to tell you that’s some kind of fatal personality flaw – plenty of perfectly lovely people can’t swim. But those people don’t tend to spend their summers pursuing a hobby where an inability to swim can literally result in your death. Not so with Einstein, who was an enthusiastic and objectively fucking terrible ocean sailor, and whose reputation in the hamlet of Cutchogue, New York, is to this day less ‘epoch-defining physicist’ and more ‘public nuisance who wouldn’t stop forcing us all to jump in the sea and save him’.


See, the flipside of ‘everyone is brilliant in their own way’ is the equally true ‘everyone is an idiot’, and that seems to be particularly true when we talk about the people traditionally held up as ‘geniuses’. Maybe it’s just the apparent contrast between what we expect from these figures and what we get. For example, it probably wouldn’t be totally surprising to learn that, say, Chris, the kid you went to school with who won the ‘gave the most teachers a mental breakdown’ award at prom, is now being sued for failing to deliver on some construction work, but that’s just not the sort of behaviour you’d expect from Leonardo da Vinci. He’s meant to be … you know … better than us.


Then again. They say we only use 10 per cent of our brains at any one time, which just goes to show how much ‘they’ know about neuroscience – but really, should we expect people who are busy literally changing the world to also be able to concentrate on more prosaic things, like contract law and swimming lessons?


The germ of the idea for this project came to me a few years ago, in the aftermath of a total solar eclipse. I was in Durham at the time; I was about halfway through my maths PhD, and the university was holding its annual summer Mathematical Symposium – a wonderful opportunity for students and professors to meet, exchange ideas, collaborate and, most importantly, get ludicrously drunk. You might not believe it, but there are very few people in my experience who can party harder than a bunch of professional mathematicians.


The eclipse was a pretty amazing sight – I remember everyone stepping out of whichever seminar was going on at the time to watch as the sun disappeared behind the moon for a few precious seconds. Evidently, awe-inspiring cosmological phenomena are more interesting than the finer points of Teichmüller theory for some people. Takes all sorts, I suppose.


But it wasn’t the eclipse itself that people were talking and reading and memeing about in the following days. What had caught the imagination of the world at large wasn’t the grand majesty of nature, but the folly of man – specifically, a man named President Donald J. Trump.


Despite this man having access to resources like secret service agents dedicated to keeping him safe, and top government scientists and advisers, and presumably at least a primary-school-level education, the publicity shots that came out of the White House that year to commemorate the eclipse showed Trump very clearly squinting, bare-eyed, right up at the sun.


Immediately, people started asking the obvious question: was this man really so stupid as to stare directly at the sun? And, I mean, yes, he was, but it led me to think of someone else. Because you know who else was that stupid? Isaac Newton. Yes, that Newton: the guy with the apple who we all, unquestioningly, think of as one of history’s greatest geniuses.


In fact, Newton arguably outdid Trump by several levels of stupidity. He didn’t just look at the sun without eye protection – he put that famously big and inventive brain to work setting up the precise scenario that would cause the maximum damage to his eyes possible. The result? Three days of blindness, and what is possibly the most revolutionary investigation into light and optics ever written.


Now, as far as I’m aware, Donald Trump has not yet given the world an epoch-defining scientific treatise. Maybe one day he will, and staring directly at the sun will come to be seen as just one of those things geniuses do, like playing the violin or getting brained by apples. But for me, the fact that my friends’ disbelieving cries of ‘who the fuck doesn’t know not to stare directly at the sun?!’ could be smugly replied to with ‘Isaac Newton, actually’ was just incredibly funny, and since there’s only so many times you can tell your friends how ignorant they are before they start actively avoiding you – and Trump didn’t seem likely to go ocean sailing any time soon – I decided to write it all down.


Normally, biographies of the great and the good tend to hide these weird little ventures of their subjects in a footnote or some throwaway sentence – something your eyes will skip over while you digest the more general point of how amazing they were. Surely, if only for symmetry’s sake, there should be at least one book out there that reverses that rule – that tells you how dumb and relatable they were, and maybe imparts some incidental lesson about their achievements.


In general, I think, there are two kinds of these weirdo geniuses. The first group are the Mozarts and Confuciuses of history: people who, had they not been objectively incredible at what they did, would probably have gone down in history as ‘that pervert from Getreidegasse’ or ‘some ugly janitor who kept asking if you wanted to read his history books’. They’re the lucky bastards, basically – the ones who got away with foibles us mere mortals would be forced to save for our anonymous tumblr accounts.


The other kind are perhaps more interesting. These are people like Marie Curie, or the aforementioned Leonardo da Vinci – the ones whose shortcomings were pretty tightly interwoven with their accomplishments. Take away Leonardo’s flighty imagination and you’d get – what? A guy who was much better at delivering on contracts, sure, but probably not the Mona Lisa. And while it’s easy, as a modern reader, to scoff at Curie’s habit of carrying radioactive elements around in her pockets and bare hands, you have to admit: if she wasn’t the kind of woman willing to handle warm glowing lumps of metal while watching her skin inexplicably burn off in real-time because of it, then she wouldn’t have been the kind of woman who could discover radium.


So who counts? After all, we’ve all done stupid things now and then – I myself once accidentally swallowed a bunch of that stuff you get inside a glow stick, and, inexplicably, nobody gave me a Nobel Prize for it. Clearly, just being an idiot isn’t enough. But as I increasingly found while compiling stories of humanity’s brightest and best, neither is just being a genius.


I want you to try something for me: type ‘geniuses’ into a search engine and see what comes up. I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess you got, among all the definitions and photos of Einstein, a lot of links to biographies of people like Newton, or Stephen Hawking, or Terry Tao, or even Jackie Chan, depending on the tastes of whoever compiled the list.


If you haven’t noticed a problem there, then try searching for ‘female geniuses’ instead. Sure, you’ll get some lists and biographies, but a lot of them will be called things like ‘Why Haven’t You Heard of These Female Geniuses?’ or ‘In Recognition of International Women’s Day, Here Are Ten Female Geniuses You’ve Never Heard of’, or most egregiously, ‘Why Aren’t There More Women Geniuses?’


You’ll likely get the same sort of thing if you search for ‘Black geniuses’ or ‘LGBTQ geniuses’, or any number of qualifiers. It’s not like these people don’t exist; it’s not even that people aren’t aware of them. But for whatever reason – and let’s face it, we all know the reasons – they don’t seem to count as our default geniuses. We in the West are mostly still recovering from centuries of essentially banning most people from stuff that you tend to need if you’re going to make history – lots of free time, for instance; access to education; making it past the age of nine without dying from coal miner’s lung; that kind of thing – and while absolutely some women, and minorities, and working-class people, did manage to beat the odds and change the world in their own ways, they tend to be remembered today as, well, precisely that: the ones who beat the odds.


And that’s fine and wonderful and all very inspiring, but it sucks for the purposes of this book, because when we’re only focusing on how amazing and wonderful somebody was for outsmarting the patriarchy or whatever, we tend to miss the bizarre little habits that made them imperfect and unique. One of my favourite figures from American history, for example, is a woman named Mary Ellen Pleasant – she was a philanthropist, a businesswoman, an anti-segregation and anti-slavery activist, and probably the first ever Black self-made millionaire, all of which she did at a point in time when walking across the wrong state line could get her legally kidnapped and forced into slavery for the rest of her life. I would have loved to include her in my list of geniuses, because, frankly, she was eminently qualified for the title, but I couldn’t, because nobody outside of contemporary racists seemed to have a bad word to say about her. It’s the same with, say, Srinivasa Ramanujan – an almost entirely self-taught mathematician, and someone who is truly legendary for the discoveries and observations he made in his sadly far-too-short lifetime, but as far as I can tell, not in any way an idiot. I mean, for Pete’s sake, the man invented a new type of number while he was in hospital. He wasn’t even working at the time! It was halfway through a conversation with a visiting friend!


My point is, I haven’t compiled an exhaustive list of all the geniuses in history. To get into the book, the subjects needed a very particular set of attributes: smart enough to be noteworthy, but not so smart as to never do anything really fucking dumb; inspiring enough for it to be unexpected when you learn they couldn’t understand some pretty basic life skills, but not so inspiring that society hasn’t yet let them be flawed.


You might think, when you read my judgements on certain characters, that I’ve been unduly harsh – ‘eviscerated’, I think, was the word my mum used when I showed her the first draft. This is … probably true, but in fairness, they did some really stupid shit, and it’s long past due that somebody called Lord Byron an arsehole, in my opinion. We can only hope that, with time, the right to fuck up is extended to everybody – because if reading through the stories of the thirty or so figures who did make it on to the list teaches you anything (and let me be clear: that’s not a guarantee), it should be that we’re all equally guilty of doing so.


Basically, I think, the difference between you and Einstein, or between me and Mozart, is mostly one of luck. They were lucky that their brilliance outweighed their sins – and you and I are actually lucky to not be so clever as to have our flaws recorded for future snarky writers to compile in a book about how entirely we showed our own arses that one time.










1.


The Mathematical Cult Leader Pythagoras, and His Incredibly Stupid Death
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If there’s one thing you know about Pythagoras, and let’s face it, there probably is, it’s this:


a2 + b2 = c2


Doesn’t look familiar? Maybe you know it in its more literary form: ‘the square of the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides’. It’s a simple little theorem that’s been around for millennia, and it’s been incredibly important throughout that entire time – though it may not seem like it at first glance, since it’s most often seen in its raw form in GCSE maths textbooks filled with miniature diagrams of triangles.


And that’s why, if you’ve ever thought about who Pythagoras actually was as a person – you know, before he found lasting fame as an equation – you probably assumed he was a mathematician, and not necessarily a very good one. And that’s … true, actually, for at least a couple of reasons. But it’s not the whole truth.


If we could hop in some kind of time-and-space machine and go back to Ancient Greece in the sixth century BCE, we could actually ask Pythagoras what he considered himself to be. And he would probably say, ‘I’m a philosopher.’


Actually, scratch that. He’d probably say, ‘How dare you talk to me, you worthless serf. Death! Death for one thousand years!! Worshippers, take them away!’


We don’t actually know all that many facts about the life of Pythagoras. Much like Jesus, or Batman, so much mythology has grown up around him over the years that it’s nigh-impossible at this point to separate fact from fiction, and even fans of the guy will openly admit that pretty much any detail in a biography of him will be contradicted by a different one.


One thing we can say for sure, though, is that he must have had just ridiculous levels of charisma, since there’s simply no way any normal person could get away with some of the bullshit he pulled. The very fact that we think of him as a mathematician is testament to this, since it’s fairly doubtful he actually contributed much to mathematics at all. Even the theorem that bears his name was originally discovered a full millennium before he was born, meaning that, yes, one of the most famous pieces of mathematics is nothing more than an Ancient Greek marketing trick.


See, what Pythagoras was above all else was an innovator. He called himself a philosopher, but ‘philosopher’ was just a word he made up himself, presumably after somebody else came up with the concept of a CV and started questioning whether ‘just sitting around thinking about stuff, I guess’ was a good thing to list under ‘previous experience’. And much more than some silly rule about triangles, we ought to be thanking Pythagoras for that other mainstay of the modern world that he created: the mad cult, shacking up in the compound down the road with all those tie-dyed vegans and the posters about how only by joining their church can you discover the mysteries of the universe.


Follow Pythagoras and you could learn such revelations as ‘the Earth isn’t at the centre of the universe; it actually orbits an enormous burning fire in the middle of the solar system’ and ‘women are as good at being academics as men are, and we should let them go to school’, both of which are true and actually quite impressively ahead of their time as philosophies go.1 Of course, you’d also learn things like ‘stars are musical and the reason you don’t know about it is because you’re so used to the constant noise they make’ and ‘there’s a secret other Earth that is constantly on the other side of the Central Fire and that’s why the universe doesn’t tip over’, which are less true, but you can’t win ’em all, I guess.


The thing is, the Pythagoreans were – and this is putting it mildly – worryingly gullible. They may have been the first people to believe in Australia, but they also thought their leader could time travel and that he could recognise his dead friends after they’d been reincarnated as dogs, which are two abilities with arguably very different levels of usefulness. Even Aristotle, a dude whose reputation for cleverness has possibly been overstated, went on the record to say Pythagoras could talk to water, be in two places at once, and had a thigh made of pure gold, like some kind of Disney’s Pocahontas-Time Lord-C-3PO hybrid.


They also lived, as any good cultist worth their salt must, by some pretty bizarre and unjustifiably strict commandments. So, for example, much like modern philosophy undergraduates, new Pythagoreans had to give up all their possessions and live in a commune, and spend five years listening in total silence to strange lectures delivered by somebody hiding behind a curtain.


But less like the modern university experience was the rule that finding out the identity of this mystery lecturer would result in being declared dead by the group. And I say ‘declared dead’, not ‘killed’, because this was a particularly culty and extremely Pythagorean punishment: anybody who broke the rules of the compound, be it the rule against seeing your teacher’s face or the rule against putting your left shoe before your right, would die in every way except, you know, the most important one. They’d make you a tombstone and everything.


Other mortal sins – well, mortal-adjacent sins, I guess, or maybe even just a neat way to get a free tombstone on your way out – included dropping crumbs and breaking bread, which sounds harsh, but at least it would have made the crumb thing easier to follow. And as if all that wasn’t bad enough, you couldn’t even do the decent thing after finishing your sandwich and jump in a grave without unnecessary faff, as it was also verboten to bury the dead in wool.


And all this would be little more than an interesting piece of trivia about community-induced OCD, except that these commandments ended up taking at least two lives thanks to their bananas specificity. And one of those belonged to Pythagoras himself.


So, the thing you have to know about Pythagoras was that he really, really hated beans. Total leguminophobe. And he was evangelical about it. He wouldn’t eat beans; his followers were banned from eating beans; heck, there’s even a story about him talking an ox out of eating beans. Do you know how determined you have to be to talk a gigantic cow out of eating easily accessible vegetation? Pretty damn determined is the answer.


‘But why?’ you may ask. ‘Why would you hate the humble bean, which never did anything worse than make you fart in front of your elderly grandmother?’ Well, it’s a good question, and we don’t really know the answer. According to Aristotle, the musical fruit was eschewed as a political protest against democracy, while another theory holds that Pythagoras believed farts were your soul escaping, which, as a moral tenet, is almost good enough to justify the whole cult thing.


The most popular view, though, is that the Pythagoreans thought beans were made of the same, well, stuff as humans. And you can’t fault their logic: have you ever squinted at a bean? It looks a bit like a human foetus, doesn’t it? So eating beans is basically the same as cannibalism.


No, seriously, that was their logic.


Anyway, so far so manic-pixie-dream-philosopher – loads of people have weird phobias. I myself once knew someone with a fear of multi-storey car parks. But you’d hope, if yours was an inanimate vegetable, that you might be able to overcome it for a few minutes to literally save your life.


Not so Pythagoras. After pissing off a local nobleman – which you might argue was his first mistake – Pythagoras found himself running from an angry mob who’d decided they’d had quite enough of these fancy-pants philosophers lording it over the common folk. They descended upon the Pythagoreans’ hippy commune, torched the buildings, stabbed any cultists they caught running from the flames, and chased the rest into the surrounding countryside.


Unluckily for the mob, who wanted to rid their village of these weirdos as permanently as possible, one of the escapees happened to be Pythagoras himself.


Luckily for the mob, Ancient Greek farmers liked to grow – you guessed it – beans.


Just as it looked like Pythagoras was going to make it out alive, he stopped running. A huge field of beans lay in front of him, halting him in his tracks.


You can see his dilemma: behind him, a great big angry mob set on his brutal murder; in front, some very small vegetables. It’s a choice nobody should have to face. But take too long on a decision and the world will often make it for you – and eventually, the townspeople caught up with him.


And so, one of the most famous geniuses in history ended up dying for the sake of some beans: a pretty ridiculous end to a pretty ridiculous guy. But at least his demise came at his own stubborn bean-obsessed hand – because there was another famous Pythagorean who wasn’t so lucky.


Hippasus of Metapontum may not be a familiar household name, but he should be. The reason why he isn’t may well be because he was murdered by a bunch of raving Pythagoreans, which is especially stupid considering the reason they did it, which was, to put it bluntly, because he was too good at maths.


So, I’m sorry, but it’s time for a quick number theory lesson – don’t worry, it’s very light, and I promise2 it’ll be the only one.


OK: any number can be put into one of two categories. Well, actually, any number can be put into one of about a billion categories, but the two we’re concentrating on are the categories marked ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’. In mathematical terms, a rational number is one that can be written as a fraction of integers – that is, whole numbers – and an irrational number is one that, well, can’t.


If that doesn’t mean much to you, here’s a shortcut: irrational numbers are easy to spot, because they’re quite often written with symbols instead of numbers. There’s a reason for this, which is that irrational numbers are actually impossible to write with numbers. Like, you know those headlines we see every so often about some new supercomputer that’s calculated the first fourteen zillion digits of pi? The reason they can do that – and the reason they’ll never stop – is because pi is irrational. If you write it out in numbers, it will go on for ever – literally forever, not just ages and ages – which is precisely why we just write ‘π’, if only to save on printing costs.


But because of this … let’s call it messiness, there have historically been a lot of people who didn’t much like irrational numbers, and the Pythagoreans were no exception. Their very existence seemed to clash with the core Pythagorean philosophies of mathematical harmony and balance, and so, the Pythagoreans concluded, they could not exist.


Now, apart from giving your local neighbourhood mathematician an anger migraine, believing there’s no such thing as irrational numbers isn’t exactly that terrible. Even rocket scientists only use pi to fifteen decimal places at most; it may pain me to say it, but nothing really changes just because you know that a number is irrational. It’s basically just a way to say ‘we can’t write this value down as a fraction, so if we want to use it in real life, we’re just going to have to use best estimates instead’. The only difference with the Pythagoreans is that they were saying ‘we can’t write this value down as a fraction yet, so if we want to use it in real life, we’re just going to have to use best estimates instead’.


Here’s a bit of advice, though: if you’re going to deny the existence of irrational numbers, and indeed make it a central tenet of your belief system that the irrational numbers cannot exist, then it’s probably a good idea not to also teach followers to revere geometrical shapes and pursue beautiful and logical proofs.


Because here’s the thing: even the simplest, most kindergarten-level, baby’s first shapes are, in mathematical terminology, crammed full of irrational numbers. Circles gave us pi, for example, and squares and triangles reveal the square roots of two and three respectively. Pentagrams, the Pythagoreans’ most favoured shape of all, cannot be drawn without including the square root of five. In short, if you’re in a maths cult devoted to figuring out the hidden ratios and harmonies of the universe and your special sacred symbols include pentagrams and triangles, it’s really only a matter of time until somebody proves that irrational numbers exist.


That person was Hippasus.


We don’t know exactly what number it was that Hippasus proved was irrational, but it was probably the square root of either two or five. Most of the details of the discovery have been lost to myth and mystery over the past couple of millennia, and to be honest, it might not have even been Hippasus that did it – but if it wasn’t, then we’ll never know who it was, so we may as well just label whoever did it ‘Hippasus’ whether it was him or not. One thing all the stories do agree on, though, is what happened when the news got out.


These days, proving the existence of irrational numbers is a standard first-year university problem for maths students – that is, it’s not easy, but you’re not going to win the Fields Medal3 for doing it or anything. But to be the first person ever to figure it out? That must have felt amazing. It’s no wonder Hippasus wanted to share it with his fellow weirdos: he’d not just come up with a beautiful and unexpected proof, but the result was something so significant that it would likely upend the entire way the Pythagoreans saw the world.


So, I don’t know if you’ve ever witnessed a cultist facing a paradigm shift, but … well, sometimes it doesn’t go so well. Faced with incontrovertible evidence that some numbers could not be expressed in a neat little fractional form, the Pythagoreans reacted in probably the worst way possible, which is to say: they murdered him.


The official story was that Hippasus died as a punishment from the gods for his impiety. What that means in practice is that the Pythagoreans chucked him into the sea and watched him drown, which many people would argue is an overreaction to what is essentially an extra-credit maths problem. But they were safe: the hole in their religion-slash-maths class-slash-murder club foundations had been covered up, and nobody need see or talk about it ever again.


Of course, that couldn’t last. The trouble with murdering somebody over a fact that is not only true, but will always be true, has to be true, and anybody with enough of a mathematical bent could figure it out if they happened to be in the right frame of mind one day, is that eventually you’re going to look incredibly silly. The Pythagoreans may have got away with it for longer than most, but eventually the knowledge of irrational numbers made its way back into Europe: Indian mathematicians had figured them out way before Hippasus in any case, and within a hundred years or so, other Greeks such as Eudoxus were trying to tackle them again.


They weren’t very good at it, I’ll grant you – the Ancient Greeks got way too hung up on geometry, and it really held them back in some ways – but then, in around about the eighth century CE, something mathematically miraculous happened: the Islamic Golden Age. Six hundred years of science, maths, art and culture, flourishing like never before – and one of the very first things these scholars discovered was algebra. And you can’t do algebra without irrational numbers.


The Islamic world, at least until the eleventh century or so, stretched as far west as Spain, and as such so did their mathematical discoveries. And so, at long last, Europe found out about irrational numbers – not by inventing them themselves, but by nicking them from someone else.4


It’s kind of hard to come up with a moral from all this madness, but I guess if I had to come up with something, it would be this: never do your maths homework. You never know when it might get you killed.


Oh – and if you’re ever tempted to announce you’d ‘rather die than even touch those beans’, remember what happened to Pythagoras. Somebody might just take you up on that offer.





____________


1     To be clear, this ‘Central Fire’ did not refer to the sun, which the Pythagoreans taught was also orbiting, further out from Earth. This does make the theory somewhat less accurate, but you have to bear in mind that simply suggesting that the Earth wasn’t at the centre of the universe was a pretty big deal at this point, so they get marks for originality, if nothing else.


2     This is a lie; I love maths too much – sue me.


3     There is no Nobel Prize for mathematics. There are two possible explanations you will see for this: the first, funny but almost certainly false, is that Alfred Nobel’s wife had an affair with a mathematician, and he was so mad about it that he decided to snub the entire field for the rest of all time. The second possibility is much more boring, but probably true, and it’s that he forgot.


4     Something which they were no doubt so ashamed of that they never once did it again.
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Confucius Was an Ugly Nerd with Low Self-Esteem
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On a purely numbers basis, Confucius – or Kong Qiu, to use his given name – was probably the most influential person ever to have lived. His teachings formed the basis of society across vast swathes of East Asia, and were displaced as the main state ideology in his native China only in the twentieth century, 2,400 years after his death.


Despite the wholesale rejection of his philosophy in the decades following the downfall of dynastic China, Confucianism, with its foundational ideas of self-improvement, self-discipline, the cultivation of virtue and the idea that humans are essentially good, still holds strong across the world. There’s even a Holy Confucian Church in China now – Confucianism, it turns out, was stronger even than Maoism. His followers celebrate Confucius memorial ceremonies each year; various Eastern religions consider him a prophet or divinely inspired scholar, and as of January 1973 there’s even a teeny planet floating somewhere between Mars and Jupiter that bears his name.


If you had told Confucius all that, though, he’d probably have laughed at you, or at the very least scolded you for being impertinent to your elders. That’s because Confucius left the world utterly convinced he was a failure: his power and influence were gone, his ideas had been rejected, and his country was about to fall into centuries of civil wars. Of the 3,000 or so students he taught, only seventy-two were said to be true disciples, and it’s really thanks to them that we know what we do about the man today.


Confucius lived a true rags to riches – and then back to rags again, kind of – story. He definitely didn’t have what you’d call an auspicious start: he was born in around 551 BCE to a mother who was literally a child and a father who was both in his seventies and the kind of guy who thought it was cool to knock up a teenager in his seventies. Like many terrible people throughout history, his dad was convinced that women and people with disabilities weren’t worth shit, and so despite already having nine daughters and one son with a club foot, he saw Confucius’s mum as his last chance to create his legacy.


Confucius’s father, according to legend, was a fierce warrior in his day, although to be fair he had an advantage in this regard due to being frankly enormous. He was also butt-ugly – and unfortunately for little baby Confucius, he apparently took after his daddy in this regard.5 He was born with ‘the lips of a cow and paws of a tiger, the shoulders of a mandarin drake, and the spine of a tortoise. He had a wide, open mouth and a long neck, and his forehead was shaped like an inverted roof.’6 Confucius also had a crooked nose and a big bulbous head, he would grow up to be buck-toothed and awkward, and just in case he ever started feeling like anything more than a misshapen weirdo, his parents decided to actually name him Qiu, or ‘mound’, after the odd shape of his skull.


As septuagenarians were wont to do back in those days, his dad died pretty quickly after Confucius was born, and good riddance, really, because who needs that kind of negativity in their life. The downside, though, was that his family shunned Confucius and his mum for the rest of their lives, and the pair were left to fend for themselves in Iron Age China.


Confucius’s first teacher was his mother, but at the age of seven he started attending a local school. He fricking loved it. He always would – he would later summarise his life as:




At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning.


At thirty, I stood firm.


At forty, had no doubts.


At fifty, I knew the decrees of heaven.


At sixty, my ear was an obedient organ for the reception of truth.


At seventy, I could follow what my heart desired without transgressing what was right.





Unfortunately, as anyone who’s ever been a child at school will know, being smart, ugly and poor rarely goes hand in hand with being popular. The young Confucius seems to have been great at mastering the ‘Six Arts’ required by an ancient Chinese education – rites, music, archery, chariotry, calligraphy and mathematics – but he was a bit of a social outcast, and instead of playing with the other children, he spent his time re-enacting ancient rituals and reading history books.7 Still, if his particular combination of looks and charm hadn’t made him a hit with the other kids, at least he wouldn’t have to put up with their bullying for long: in the tradition of poor kids throughout history, he left school and started taking a bunch of random menial jobs to help support his mum.


So, Confucius hasn’t had a great time of it so far. He’s grown up an ugly, poor nerd with no dad and a mum who’s practically a child herself, and now he’s taking jobs like sweeping streets and herding cows just to pay the bills. But this combination of apparently bad luck is exactly what turns him into the semi-mythical figure he is today – even if he never thought of himself as anything more than a fairly rubbish teacher.


See, working all those crappy jobs gave Confucius something not many people had back then: perspective. China was basically feudal at the time, and just like in some young adult dystopian novel, non-noble society was strictly divided into four or five ‘occupations’, arranged in order of their supposed worth. At the top they had the scholars; then came farmers, artisans, and finally merchants, who it seems very rarely catch a break when it comes to social standing. Then, below even the merchants, you had those who existed outside of the standard classifications completely: the sex workers, slaves and musicians.


Now, these occupations weren’t hereditary – the son of a farmer could become a scholar, for instance – but it was believed that if they were allowed to mingle, then people would get confused and forget how to work or speak and, before you knew it, society would break down completely. A wise ruler, philosophers of the time advised, would make the various peoples live apart, work apart, and never mix with each other, and what this meant in practice was that all the scholars of the time were writing theories about how to be a good shoemaker or whatever without ever even talking to a real-life craftsman.


Confucius, though, approached life differently. His mum died when he was seventeen, and once he had recovered from the grief of losing literally the only constant in his life, he finally experienced a stroke of good luck: a local lord made him overseer of a granary. This was a cushy appointment, particularly given where Confucius had started out, and if he had played his cards right he could have stayed comfortably in this new occupation for the rest of his life. Instead, he became a teacher.


And Confucius as a teacher was a bit … weird. He was super forward-thinking and progressive, while at the same time being extremely conservative and ritualistic. That sounds like an obvious contradiction, and it is, but from his point of view it made complete sense. He had just one objective, and it was as simple as it was laughably ambitious: China, he thought, was going to the dogs, and he wanted to save it.


This is where all those years of being rejected by his schoolmates finally came in handy. Confucius looked at the world around him and saw chaos – but in the China in those history books he’d spent all his playtimes reading alone in the cafeteria, everything had been wonderful. Confucius figured that something must have gone wrong at some point, and if he wanted to fix society, all he had to do was figure out what had worked once and then get people to do it again.


Even though today we think of Confucius as a philosopher, it’s important to remember that he’s very different from Western philosophers like Aristotle or Plato. He wasn’t interested in the kind of head-in-the-clouds metaphysical questions that they spent their time arguing over; he wanted practical, practicable solutions for what he saw as the problems of life. He didn’t write abstract discourses or logical treatises like Western philosophers – he taught in person, by talking to people, and never expected his lessons to be written down at all. And he didn’t see his job as coming up with new ideas, but rediscovering old ones – which meant he basically had no choice but to be extremely conservative. He was obsessive about tradition and ritual, and honestly he must have been pretty unbearable to live with: according to the Analects, the collected sayings and teachings of Confucius compiled by his disciples after he died, he lived by such rules as refusing to wear red or purple, refusing to eat meat that hadn’t been cut the way he liked, refusing to eat meals served with the wrong sauce, refusing to drink wine or eat meat bought from the market, refusing to sit on a mat that wasn’t positioned at the correct angle … you get the picture. And if he was a pain to live with, then pity the poor citizens who had to live under him: when he was around fifty, he temporarily got some high-ranking job that let him institute laws in his province like ‘men and women must walk on different sides of the street’ and ‘inventing unusual clothing deserves the death penalty’.


It may seem odd, then, that he was also known for some of the most radical ideas known anywhere at the time. He was willing to teach anyone, no matter their class or occupation – all he asked was that they would follow the doctrine of hard work, study and self-improvement. He thought that education could transcend class boundaries – an idea that certain other nations still struggle with today – and most of his students actually ended up coming from the lower rungs of the social ladder.


Maybe it was because he was so ready to teach anybody regardless of class, or maybe it was because the people really liked his obsession with how straight his mat should be, but either way, Confucius started getting popular. He held small, informal classes in which he trained his acolytes to be good, well-rounded government officials, always with the end goal of influencing the country’s Imperial rulers and bringing China back to stability in mind.


And what was his big idea to save the nation? What did all that philosophy really boil down to? In short: everything will be all right if you just set a good example.


It sounds kind of silly, right? I mean, here you are, in 500 BCE China, your dad’s some millet farmer, you live in a feudal state run by a guy who could be called a duke or a warlord with pretty much equal accuracy, every aspect of society feels chaotic and fragile, and here comes some buck-toothed big-headed dude saying all this can be fixed if we all just … behave ourselves? I mean, what’s his solution for homelessness – ‘just buy a house’? Thanks, Confucius.


He really believed it, though. When one of his students asked him how to run a government, his answer was simple: ‘Encourage the people to work hard by working hard yourself.’ When the student followed up with the ancient Chinese equivalent of ‘um, could you explain more please that’s pretty vague’, Confucius simply replied, ‘Do not allow your efforts to slacken.’


‘If a ruler himself is upright, then all will go well even if he does not give orders,’ he taught, ‘but if he himself is not upright, then even if he gives orders they will not be obeyed.’


But there’s only so long you can be a popular and successful teacher devoted to reforming society in a country run by a pack of warring feudal lords before somebody decides you’re a problem, and Confucius’s time ran out right around the time he was sentencing people to death for wearing zany hats. Legend has it that his political rivals sent his boss a ‘gift’ of eighty young, beautiful girls – that’s eight-zero human beings – who so diverted his attentions that he was mysteriously compelled to fire Confucius.


Humiliated, Confucius went on tour. He became a wandering teacher, collecting new pupils and meeting other superstar philosophers like Lao Tzu, the founder of Daoism. He doesn’t seem to have reflected much on his manners during this time: at one point, the story goes, he met a woman whose husband and child had been eaten by tigers, and his reaction was to tell her that ‘an oppressive government is more terrible than tigers’, which I’m sure she found very comforting.


Eventually, after thirteen years, Confucius went home, hoping once again to get enough influence to shape the direction of Imperial China. But whatever those eighty girls had done, it had stuck, and Confucius never again found himself in a seat of power. Neither did any of his students.


Now an old man and convinced that all his teachings had been for nothing, Confucius fell into a depression that lasted the rest of his life. He spent his last years reading and commenting on the same history books that he had first read back in school, and when he died aged seventy-two8 he likely thought nobody would ever know his name again. One of his last known lessons, said a week before he died, was a lament that ‘The great mountain must crumble. The strong beam must break. The wise man must wither away like a plant.’


But despite all his flaws – and counter to his own perception of himself as inconsequential – Confucius was to become a legend. Nearly three centuries after he died, his philosophy was made the official ideology of China – a status it would enjoy for the next two millennia or so. He was, by his own admission, not an original thinker or a particularly special human specimen, but his ideas are still popular today because he tapped into something fundamental about the human experience: the desire to simply be a better person today than you were yesterday.


Confucius thought that no matter who you were, you could always strive to learn, grow and improve yourself – in fact, more than that, he saw it as your moral duty to do so. But most of all, he believed that anybody – rich or poor, high-born or low – had the ability and responsibility to act virtuously, contribute to the well-running of society, and keep their sauces in order. For the first time, morality and ethics became something that wasn’t delivered by some king or duke, but accessible within everyone – whether they be the Emperor of all China, a lowly artisan, or even an awkward, bulbous-headed, buck-toothed old man convinced his teachings had, in the end, been completely worthless.





____________


5     According to some sources, in both regards: one ancient source records the adult Confucius as being nine feet and six inches tall.


6     That’s how he was described by the Ming dynasty historian Feng Meng-Lung, who admittedly was writing a couple of millennia after Confucius was born, but what are you gonna do? – it’s the best we’ve got.


7     Or, at least, the ancient Chinese equivalent of history books.


8     Take this with a grain of salt; seventy-two is an ‘auspicious’ number in Chinese tradition, so his age could have been fudged a little.
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Never, Ever Hire Leonardo da Vinci
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If Leonardo da Vinci were alive today, there’d probably be a TV show about him. But not the kind you’re imagining, where they take some amazing shining light of culture and tell the world about their work and life or something. It would be more like one of those shows where some TV presenter LARPing as a cop sets up a sting in a dingy rented flat, and it would be called something like Catching a Rogue Trader. And you know what? They’d have him bang to rights.


Leonardo da Vinci, so named because he was called Leonardo and he came from the city of Vinci, is rightly regarded today as one of the greatest geniuses who ever lived. But that great big brain came with some drawbacks. For Leonardo, it was the fact that nothing could hold his attention for any longer than about twelve seconds. For everybody else, it was … well, also that. As the Renaissance biographer and artist Giorgio Vasari wrote: ‘Truly marvellous and celestial was Leonardo … and in learning and in the rudiments of letters he would have made great proficience, if he had not been so variable and unstable, for he set himself to learn many things, and then, after having begun them, abandoned them.’


He seems to have been that kid who teachers fear: relentlessly interested in absolutely everything, and so bright that before you’re done introducing them to a topic they’re already bombarding you with questions about it that you can barely understand, let alone answer. He was into art, maths, music, engineering, sculpture, you name it, and that boundless enthusiasm came out in doodles and drawings and sketches of anything that happened to cross his mind, which is to say, everything.


By the time he was fourteen, his dad had evidently picked up on the fact that he needed an outlet for all that energy before he imploded or something, and he set Leo up with a job as a garzone – a studio assistant – for his artist friend Andrea del Verrocchio. This would prove to be either the best or the worst decision Verrocchio ever made, depending on how you look at it: on the one hand, he now had in his charge a brilliant young student to help him sculpt and paint better than he ever had before, but on the other, Leo apparently became so good that by the age of about twenty his addition of a little angel in del Verrocchio’s The Baptism of Christ was so much better than his master’s that del Verrocchio was moved to give up painting for ever.9


Leonardo would stay with del Verrocchio for a total of ten years, meeting fellow future household names (and ninja turtles) and perfecting the art of … well, art, until eventually, in his early twenties, he set out on his own. So, not long after he ruined his master’s career by being too good at painting angels, he received his first commission: a picture of the Adoration of the Shepherds10 for the chapel of San Bernardo in the Piazza della Signoria, Florence.


And this is where Leonardo, now free from the shackles of a boss who knew what a contract was, started becoming something of a menace. He was paid an advance for the piece, but only got as far as making a mock-up – after that he gave up, and never completed the commission.


Lucky for him they didn’t have Yelp back then, because the following year he was commissioned again, this time by the monks of San Donato a Scopeto. They wanted him to paint the Adoration of the Magi.11


Again, Leonardo started the piece, and again, he never finished it. He got further than with the shepherds, but to this day you can see in the centre of the exquisitely composed scene12 that Mary, Jesus and quite a few Magi are all just kinda … sketched in. And it’s not like he ran out of time: he had been given a schedule of more than a year to complete the project, but he abandoned it after just seven months.


But why did Leonardo never get round to colouring in the main characters in his painting? Well, it seems it was around this time he entered what we’d now recognise as his emo edgelord phase. Instead of painting cute cherubs and baby Jesuses for the rest of his life, he decided to write to the Duke of Milan, Ludovico Sforza, offering his services as a military engineer and inventor – who could also paint, by the way. He sent the duke sketches of war chariots with scythed wheels, and UFO-looking tanks propelled by a crankshaft, and a huge goddamn crossbow that would need a whole group of people to fire it. He made himself a solid silver lyre – a stringed instrument kind of like a medieval cross between a guitar and violin – in the shape of a horse’s skull, which is undeniably pretty metal. And to top it all off, he accepted a commission from Ludovico that both of them were excited about: a great big sod-off horse, sculpted entirely out of pure bronze.


Now, if you go to Milan today, you will indeed see a huge bronze statue of a horse standing, mid-trot, on a plinth in the Hippodrome de San Siro. It’s there. It’s finished, too – no missing hooves or a tail that’s only sketched in or anything. But it took … a little longer than either Leonardo or Ludovico expected. See, Leonardo wanted everything about it to be perfect, and he meticulously set about researching the anatomy of horses – he even wrote a treatise on it. He also figured out a plan for casting the statue, and wrote a treatise on that. He had everything ready to go. And then he … didn’t.


Instead, he took up another painting commission, from the Confraternity of the Immaculate Conception in Milan. He was to create a life-size portrait of the Virgin Mary, the baby Jesus, John the Baptist (also a baby), and an angel, Uriel, all having a little get-together in a rocky outcrop. We know it today, for obvious reasons, as The Virgin of the Rocks.


Well, to be specific, we know it as the Louvre Virgin of the Rocks. That’s because there’s actually two of them: one – the original – is in the Louvre, and the other – an almost identical copy – is in the National Gallery in London. And the story of why these two twin Virgins exist is yet another tale of Leonardo being basically a bit of a wide boy: upon the piece’s commission, Leo was paid 100 lire, with the promise of a monthly stipend of forty lire for the next couple of years. He was also set to receive a lump sum when the piece was finished, which everybody agreed would be by early December 1483, in time for the feast of the immaculate conception.


Oh, those sweet innocent monks. Probably the first sign that things weren’t on track would have been when the deadline passed with no finished painting forthcoming, but it wasn’t until the best part of a decade had passed that things got properly hairy. Leonardo, along with another guy who was working on the piece, wrote to the Confraternity demanding an extra 1,200 lire, which, you might notice, was more than the entire fee they had agreed in advance. Costs had run over, they said. The monks countered with 100 lire, to which Leonardo replied along the lines of ‘screw that, mate’ and literally just took the painting back.


And sold it. To someone else.


Now, maybe he had a crisis of conscience, maybe he was just aware of the kind of trouble a person could get into on the wrong side of the Catholic Church in Renaissance Italy, but this is when Leonardo started painting his replacement Virgin. And it might all have ended amicably, except that it took so long to complete that the King of France, the ironically named Charles the Affable, invaded Milan, prompting Leo to flee the city in 1499 with yet another commission unfulfilled.


So now these monks are down one and a half paintings and nearly a thousand lire, and so they did what any of us would do when faced with a contractor who refuses to deliver: they brought legal action. It took another decade, but Leonardo was eventually forced to go back and finish the piece, which was finally installed in August 1508, a mere twenty-four years and nine months after the original commission deadline.


Still, at least all that time spent stringing along the monks would have given him time to sculpt that horse, right? And so, in 1490, eight years after he first moved to Milan with naught but a couple of lire and a dream of a gigantic bronze pony, he wrote in his diary: ‘Time to make a fresh start with the horse.’


Look, it’s not like he’d made no progress: by 1493, he had a complete model of the horse sculpted out of clay. He was, he said, ready to start casting the bronze. There was just one problem: the aforementioned French invasion. This time, it genuinely wasn’t Leonardo’s fault that his work got held up – Sforza gave the seventy tons of bronze that had been intended for equine posterity to his father-in-law to make cannons. Cannons which apparently didn’t work very well, by the way, because the French did in fact successfully take over Milan, and the clay model was put to use by their archers for target practice.


So, since he literally couldn’t make the horse for now, he took another commission: a fresco, for the walls of the convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie, of the Last Supper. Yes, that Last Supper.


Now, to give Leonardo his dues here, The Last Supper is, in fact, finished.13 But that doesn’t mean his bosses were happy with his work: firstly, the scene he set out would have been unlike any Last Supper they’d seen before – they were probably expecting a big old Jesus at the top, and a bunch of little disciples at the bottom, all calm and serene as they took Communion. That’s what Last Suppers looked like, everybody knew it, so what was this upstart from Vinci doing drawing Jesus the same size as his disciples, who by the way are all aghast and grumpy and all over the fricking place might I mention. It would have been shocking.


And even worse, the fresco was taking years to complete – so long that the convent’s prior started complaining. He called Leonardo lazy, saying that he was spending all his time wandering around town instead of working. Leonardo took this well: he wrote to the head of the convent, the prior’s boss, saying that ‘only the head of Judas remains … and he was an egregious villain. To this end, for about a year, I have been going every day to the area where the ruffians live, but have not been able to find a face corresponding with what I have in mind. But I may take the features of the prior who came to complain, who would fit the requirements perfectly!’


Then, in 1500, the French finally finished their invasion of Milan, and Leonardo once again fled – this time to Venice, where he briefly worked as a military engineer, designing among other things an absolutely terrifying elephant-cosplay looking ‘diving suit’, before quickly heading back to his hometown of Florence. For a while in 1502 he entered the service of Cesare Borgia, a man so ruthless that he literally became the inspiration for Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince, basically a handbook on how to be a bastard.14 According to the Venetian ambassador, Cesare’s Rome saw ‘every night four or five murdered men … discovered’, and that may be why Leonardo didn’t stay very long. In 1503, he moved back home again, and within a few months he had picked up a new commission: a portrait of a local noblewoman named Lisa del Giocondo. We know her today with a slightly more formal title – something like ‘Madame Lisa’. Or, to use the Italian term: Mona Lisa.


But while he was painting what we now know as his defining work – if not the defining work of all Western art – he was also busy with another piece: a commission for a mural of the 1440 Battle of Anghiari, to be displayed in the town hall of Florence. It was sort of a grudge match, actually: the opposite wall was going to have a mural too, but painted by Michelangelo.


Now, it’s tempting to think, what with them being in the same place at the same time, doing the same thing and probably hanging out at the same bars, that Leonardo and Michelangelo must have been friends. They weren’t. As far as Leonardo was concerned, Michelangelo was a disturbingly religious and sexually repressed posh boy; meanwhile, to Michelangelo, Leonardo was a grubby old dandy who never bothered to finish anything.15 Which was true, but to be fair, neither did Michelangelo, and the mural competition would eventually come to a very anticlimactic end when both artists just kind of got distracted by other things and never returned to it.


For Leonardo, those other things were the sciences. His notebooks from this time were already filled with anatomical drawings way past what any of his contemporaries were capable of – mostly because, unlike them, he was happy to chop up corpses for reference material. He had a real passion for drawing what he called the figura istrumentale dell’ omo, which is an extremely fancy way of saying dick pics, and he figured out things like gravity, and sound waves, and described turbulence in a way that’s strikingly similar to what you’ll find written in a modern physics textbook. He even made strides in geology, proving that the Earth’s crust has moved over millions of years and throwing ‘known’ facts like the Biblical flood into doubt.


And all of that is really, really impressive, except for two things: one, the fact that he never showed anybody else, so all that scientific progress was locked up in his notebooks instead of changing the world, and two, he still hadn’t delivered on that bloody horse.


By 1512, now nearly three decades since he first pitched the horse, Leonardo was back in Milan and once again working on designs for the statue. Within the year, he had once again abandoned it, as Milan was invaded again – not by the French this time, but by everybody else trying to take it from the French. Leonardo fled again, this time to the safety of the Vatican, which had just come under the rule of Pope Leo X.


Now, Leo X liked Leo dV, and he commissioned Leonardo to compose a painting for him. And you’d think, given that it was the actual Pope, that Leonardo would finally take this assignment seriously, right?


So imagine Leo X’s surprise when, seven months after ordering the painting, he asked Leonardo how it was coming along only to receive the reply that it hadn’t been started yet, due to Leonardo getting carried away designing a new type of varnish.


‘This man will never accomplish anything!’ the Pope reportedly prophesied, upon learning this. ‘He thinks of the end before the beginning!’


In fairness, Leonardo knew he had upset his patron, and he tried to make it up to him in classic Leonardo style: by presenting him with sketches and a treatise on vocal cords. Which is sweet, but probably not what the Pope was after when he commissioned a religious painting.


So Leonardo moved on again, leaving yet more unfinished work in his wake. He moved to France, where he gained the favour of the king – a new guy who was appropriately named Francis of France. He only completed one more painting before his death – a kind of horny portrait of John the Baptist, modelled after his student and possible boyfriend Andrea Salaì – but he did also build a working mechanical lion for a pageant, which walked to the king and opened its chest to reveal a bouquet of lilies when tapped with a wand, which is worth at least two or three paintings he’d never finish anyway.


Leonardo died in 1519, in France, aged sixty-seven, leaving the world almost as many abandoned, half-finished, or outright lost masterpieces as complete ones. He had filled notebook after notebook with scientific discoveries that would take the rest of the world centuries to catch up with, but which no one saw, and we’re meant to look at that as a sign of genius rather than short-sightedness.


Even his most famous work, the Mona Lisa, he never finished – he took it with him to France and insisted until his death that there was still more to do before it was complete. Which kind of puts the painting in a new perspective, really – the most famous image in the world, and yet nobody really knows what it was meant to look like finished.


And as for the horse – well, that finally went up in 1999, thanks to a sculptor named Nina Akamu. Like Leonardo himself, she put painstaking research into the statue, reading Leonardo’s notes on anatomy and philosophy, learning about horse breeds in fifteenth-century Italy, even looking into the teachers whose influence can be seen in Leonardo’s own work.


And then she did something Leonardo, arguably history’s greatest genius, never could.


She built the damn horse.





____________


9     This story, originally recorded by Vasari, is generally believed to be apocryphal, but it’s a good ’un nonetheless. It is certainly true, though, that Leonardo collaborated with del Verrocchio on certain paintings – it was pretty standard practice back then. Leonardo also modelled for del Verrocchio on a few occasions, so if you want to see what a young Leo looked like, check out del Verrocchio’s statue of David in the Bargello Museum, Florence.


10   The bit in the Bible where the shepherds come and coo at the baby Jesus.


11   See previous footnote, but replace ‘shepherds’ with ‘wise men’.


12   In which Leonardo himself once again makes an appearance: if you ever see it, look at the guy on the right-hand side of the crowd – it’s generally thought to be a self-portrait of Leonardo.


13   Although if you’ve ever seen it in person, you’ll know there’s a bloody great bricked-up door underneath which cuts into the middle of it, chopping off Jesus’s feet, among other things. Apparently it was put in so the monks and nuns could get to the refectory quicker, which just goes to show that even the Lord and Saviour Himself is no match for the divine power of pizza.


14   This is not exactly fair to Machiavelli, but the treatise is explicitly amoral. In any case, there are far more interesting things about Cesare to talk about, like the fact that he was somehow the son of a Pope, is to this day the only person to ever quit being a cardinal – apparently he just wasn’t that keen on the whole ‘God’ aspect – and the time he supposedly set up a party with the Pope involving ‘fifty honest prostitutes’ (that’s genuinely the term used) being made to crawl around on their hands and knees, naked, picking up chestnuts off the floor, before the whole thing devolved into a gigantic orgy.


15   There’s a very famous story where Leonardo is asked to explain a section of Dante to a couple of guys in the town square, when who should walk by but Michelangelo. ‘Michelangelo will be able to explain it for you,’ says Leonardo, to which Michelangelo replies, ‘No, you explain – you who have undertaken the design of a horse to be cast in bronze but were unable to cast it, and were forced to give up in shame.’ Meow.
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