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			1.

			The Sky Was Always Falling

			 

			 

			 

			On Easter Sunday in 1534, Jan Matthys rode out through the gates of Münster to welcome the end of the world.

			This is, perhaps, not quite the situation Matthys would have expected to end up in. Until about a decade earlier, he had been a fairly unremarkable Dutch baker. And yet in the space of just a few years, seized by an enthralling and radical idea, Matthys had left behind his old life and his homeland, married an ex-nun, and risen to become one of the leaders of an apocalyptic sect.

			This sect had seized control of Münster three months previously – whereupon they expelled non-believers, and set about establishing a regime that might be best described as an increasingly totalitarian proto-communist sex cult. They were now awaiting the Day of Judgement – while under siege by the massed armies of the German city’s recently deposed prince-bishop, who was not best pleased about having been deposed. In fact, Matthys and his companions had managed the impressive feat of annoying everybody so much that, at the height of Europe’s bitter religious schisms, Catholic and Protestant forces had teamed up in an effort to defeat them.

			
			

			Matthys and his fellow believers hadn’t come to the beliefs they held about the end of days out of the blue. They were simply the latest iteration of a rolling apocalyptic fervour that had gripped much of Europe for decades at this point – in which seemingly every year was proclaimed by somebody to be the last one.

			In the case of the Münster sect, their inspiration had come from a radical Anabaptist preacher named Melchior Hoffman. He’d proclaimed that the Second Coming would occur in 1533 in Strasbourg, where Christ would establish his New Jerusalem.

			But, as tended to happen, 1533 came and went without any sign of Jesus. Strasbourg remained a stubbornly earthly city, with the only event of relevance to our tale being that the disgruntled city authorities shoved Melchior Hoffman in prison. He would die there a decade later, never having got to see the world to come – or much more of the world that was, either.

			Hoffman’s followers were not discouraged by this failure of prophecy, however. Rather, they reasoned, Hoffman had been in the right ballpark, but had simply erred a little in his interpretation of exactly where and when the end would begin.

			Instead, Matthys now prophesied, the true New Jerusalem would be Münster. (Thanks to a relatively tolerant approach to religious dissent, Münster already had a helpfully large population of Anabaptists.) Precisely when this revised end date would occur was not immediately clear, but they knew it would be soon. Very, very soon.

			And then, on the evening of Holy Saturday, Matthys had received a divine vision that left him slumped face-down in his dinner. After extricating himself from his meal, he shakily declared that the Last Day was now at hand. And thus it was that the next morning, with a sickly sense of trepidation, but fortified by his devotional certainty, he and a small band of twelve followers rode out through the city gates to face destiny.

			
			

			Now, in one sense, Matthys’s prediction turned out to be absolutely right. His world really did come to an abrupt end that day. He and his party were quickly surrounded by the bishop’s soldiers, and Jan was brutally hacked to pieces. After dismembering him, his killers nailed his genitals to the city gates to really emphasise their point.

			But in another sense, of course, Jan was completely wrong – as the subsequent 490 years of the world’s continued existence have helpfully proved.

			 

			Wherever you look these days, it seems hard to escape the looming spectre of apocalypse.

			Our world seems to be permanently on the brink of some catastrophe. We lurch from one crisis to the next, each new disaster piling upon its predecessors to create an exponential chain reaction of chaos. Financial crisis follows war follows pandemic follows financial crisis, all of it with the steady drum beat of climate change growing ever louder in the background. Millions die in a brand-new plague; refugees huddle in fear on the streets of shattered cities, while many miles away fingers hover over nuclear buttons; at the far end of supply chains, deprivation and starvation loom for millions more. One tenth of Pakistan is left underwater by floods; wildfires rampage across America and Australia; in Kazakhstan, a glacier collapses; in Africa, a lake vanishes.

			
			

			In our media, doom is everywhere. If you’re tempted to distract yourself from the anxieties of the real world with a dash of escapism, well – walk into just about any multiplex, pick a film at random, and there’s a good chance you’ll end up watching some flavour of city-, planet-, universe- or multiverse-destroying catastrophe.

			Turn on the TV news, and not only will you hear more than you can stand about the actual crises afflicting our planet, but you’ll also find yourself assailed by a legion of pundits declaring that civilisation is on the verge of collapse for any number of other reasons. Too much inequality, not enough inequality, the fact that we have pronouns, whatever. Newspapers love to grasp at the merest hint of doom, rushing to report every faint possibility that, say, an asteroid might hit Earth in a hundred years’ time.

			And if you turn instead to social media, then it’s hard to escape the impression that, frankly, we’ve all had enough, and we’d welcome the end times like the return of an old friend. When, inevitably, it turns out that the asteroid will actually miss us by several million miles, your timeline will become filled with lamentations. ‘Noooooooo,’ they will cry, ‘please, friendly space rock, come and release us from this torment.’

			Ours is the age of doomscrolling. We are blasted by a non-stop fire hose of apocalypse, anxiously swiping our way through a dizzying choice of possible Armageddons.

			And look: we’re not wrong to be worried about plenty of these things. There really are genuine and profound upheavals that threaten us. Moreover, we live in an age when lots of our anxieties have a far more solid foundation than they did in the past.

			Since the bombs dropped in 1945, humanity has had to live with the knowledge that we have the ability to bring atomic destruction upon ourselves in cataclysms of unprecedented scale. And as science has untangled the threads of our world, we’ve come to understand in painful detail how many disasters are not simply the will of distant, vengeful gods, but rather are all too often the consequences of our own actions.

			
			

			But at the same time, there’s something else going on here. We are, after all, far from the first age to suffer a cascading domino effect of catastrophes. Imagine we could go back to, say, the mid-sixth century, described by one historian as ‘one of the worst periods to be alive’, when a large part of the world was reeling under the double whammy of an unprecedented pandemic and a devastating climate crisis. If we stepped out of our time machine and tried telling the inhabitants of that era about our current woes, then honestly they’d probably just be impressed that people were still around to worry about things.

			So we have many troubles, yes. The worst of the threats we face have the capacity to wreak havoc on a vast scale and fundamentally reshape our world. But it’s clear that our doomsday fixation isn’t simply a sober assessment that our age is uniquely troubled: a dispassionate actuarial projection of worrying trends.

			Rather, the idea of apocalypse is one that has exerted a profound hold on the human psyche for thousands of years. The notion that disasters are not merely isolated events, but the end of all things – that the world as we know it will very soon be consumed in fire or flood or war – is one to which we seem irresistibly drawn.

			This is very often a response to the anxieties and traumas of the age – a way of imposing a narrative on our fears. It’s not always the most straightforward of responses, but in elevating our troubles from small, dark, local despairs into the grandest and most unequivocal of stories, the apocalypse has proven to be a captivating and seductive theme.

			
			

			This book is about the history of that idea. It’s about all the ways we’ve thought that the world would end, and about the fierce grip this concept can have on us. And it’s also about the consequences of that idea – one that has led to holy wars and revolutionary uprisings, inspired both conquest and resistance, and continues to shape our feelings, our culture and our political world to this day.

			 

			It’s also an idea that links Jan Matthys with, to pick just one example, Dorothy Martin – a middle-aged woman living in the arty, liberal Chicago suburb of Oak Park in the 1950s. Despite the fact that the failed medieval prophet and the suburban housewife were separated by an ocean, more than four centuries of history, and a vast universe of cultural reference points, the unshakeable impulse that drove both Matthys and Martin was fundamentally the same.

			Dorothy Martin had come to believe that, through the practice of automatic writing, she had been in communication with a species of aliens from the planet Clarion. These aliens had important messages for Martin – and, through her, for the people of the Chicago metropolitan area and, more broadly, the world.

			Initially they wished to share their advanced learning, and the deep understanding of the cosmos that came with existing on a different ‘vibratory frequency’ to humans. But over the course of a few summer months, the messages Martin received turned from hopeful talk of wisdom and enlightenment to increasingly dark warnings of ‘the holocaust of the coming events’.

			
			

			This eventually solidified into a very specific prediction: the apocalypse would begin on 21 December 1954. A great flood would wreak havoc – first the Chicago area would be subsumed by Lake Michigan, then the entire West Coast of the Americas would sink beneath the waves, before eventually most of North America would be drowned. Other, vaguer calamities would also occur elsewhere.

			The good news – at least for the small band of people who followed Dorothy Martin’s teachings, calling themselves ‘the Seekers’ – was that the aliens would be arriving in one of their flying saucers shortly before the flood to take them to safety. Everybody else was shit out of luck, but they would be okay. And so it was that, having followed the aliens’ oddly specific instruction to remove every item of metal from about their persons, they all gathered in Martin’s backyard on 17 December, awaiting salvation.

			The aliens did not come.

			Reasoning that, obviously, this simply meant it had been a test run before the actual rescue, the Seekers were not discouraged. And so they reassembled in the same location the next day. Once again, the aliens stubbornly failed to show. So they did it again on 21 December, and then one more time on Christmas Eve, at which point they were already three days past the point when the backyard they were standing in was supposed to have been submerged beneath the floodwaters.

			For those in Martin’s group, this presented something of a problem. At least, it did for those who were genuine believers – rather than the sizeable percentage of ‘followers’ who were actually undercover psychologists gleefully taking notes. Some of the Seekers found their belief shaken by this series of prophetic failures, questioning whether something had gone wrong. A few expressed scepticism about the authenticity of the original message telling them the saucers were coming – which had been delivered via a phone call to Martin from someone who said his name was ‘Captain Video’.

			
			

			But for others in the group, all this was no reason to stop believing. In fact, they doubled down on their beliefs – for a time, at least. Their coping mechanism for the failed prediction was to recommit even more strongly to Martin and the community they’d found among their fellow Seekers. Rather than being swayed by the failure, it made them double down on their beliefs.

			This is another thing that links Martin with Matthys – and the innumerable others who have foreseen the imminent end of all things.

			Just as Melchior Hoffman’s original failed prediction hadn’t discouraged Matthys in his prophesying, so Jan’s gruesome fate and the failure of the end to arrive on that Easter Sunday did not spell the end for the apocalyptic rule of Münster. In fact, Jan’s fellow believers became ever more extreme in their certainty, and would manage to hold the city for another year before the prince-bishop’s forces retook it (with, as we’ll see, an even grimmer fate awaiting Matthys’s successors). All the while, they held firm to their belief that the end really was coming this time, honest.

			The belief in apocalypse is not just common, it turns out: it’s also incredibly resilient.

			In fact, when you think about it, apocalypticism is a remarkable entry in the history of ideas. It has persisted for millennia, constantly adapting to fit the times and local circumstances. It has proved to be a potent export, able to cross geographical and cultural boundaries with ease. It can fade away from the discourse for decades, only to resurge more strongly than ever; it may be almost as popular today as it has ever been. And it’s done all of this despite the fact that its predictions have – at the time of writing – an absolute 100 per cent failure rate.

			
			

			This is a bit puzzling.

			I mean, look. There are plenty of ideas – both secular and religious – that remain bafflingly popular despite having incredibly dodgy track records. (You can probably fill in some yourself here, according to your ideological preferences.) But even with these ideas, there’s normally at least something that adherents can point at to justify their beliefs: some cherry-pickable evidence, some superficially persuasive analysis, some kind of tangible benefit that accrues to those who believe it or those who promote it. The ideas might be wrong, but you can see why people want them to be right.

			The longevity and popularity of the apocalypse idea, by contrast, seem on the face of it harder to explain. Because it has literally never been right. To put it bluntly, this book you’re reading shouldn’t be able to exist. If you can trace the claim that history is going to end imminently across thousands of years of history, then something’s clearly gone screwy somewhere.

			So why has the apocalypse idea stuck around with such limpet-like stubbornness? There are plenty of possible explanations – historical, psychological, theological – but alongside these runs one relatively straightforward reason. Which is, simply, political expediency.

			Throughout much of history, the end of the world has proved to be extremely useful for people wanting to achieve much more worldly ends.

			 

			
			

			When Columbus set sail in 1492 for what he thought was Asia, but would turn out to be the Americas, he was driven by many things. Ambition, certainly. Avarice, yes. Curiosity . . . ehhh, maybe?

			But among these impulses was also one simple and yet overwhelming belief – the same one that would later drive Jan Matthys, and Dorothy Martin, and a legion of others throughout history.

			Christopher Columbus believed that the end of the world was nigh.

			Or, at least, nighish. Columbus did not think that he would live to see the end of days himself. Nonetheless, he firmly held that, within the foreseeable future, the world as it was would be swept away and replaced with a new heavenly kingdom. The clock was ticking. And he had a vital role to play in the epic events that were to unfold.

			This was no mere abstract notion. Columbus had a very specific date in mind for the apocalypse: it would occur in around mid-February 1656. That’s the date the interpretations of the Bible that he favoured held was precisely seven millennia after the creation. And, therefore, that’s when it would all come to a crashing end.

			One and a half centuries in the future may not be quite as imminent as ‘tomorrow’ or ‘this December’, but it was enough to profoundly influence Columbus and push him towards staking his claim in the New World. He went so far as to compile an entire work, the Book of Prophecies, a kind of scrapbook of all the apocalyptic writings that had influenced him and that he felt justified his voyages.

			We don’t usually think of Christopher Columbus as having been driven by apocalyptic fervour. He’s one of the most famous figures in Western history, but this aspect of him has been almost entirely lost from his story. Whether you view him as a heroic explorer worthy of commemoration, or as a genocidal slave-driver with the blood of entire peoples on his hands, the idea that he was every bit as apocalyptic as the likes of Jan Matthys or Dorothy Martin simply isn’t part of the Columbus narrative.

			
			

			And yet this knowledge is essential to understanding what he did, and how the history of the world was fundamentally altered – not just through Columbus’s voyages, but through the end-times mindset that was shared by many of those who colonised the Americas.

			This tells us a few interesting things. One is that apocalyptic belief often gets written out of the historic tales we tell ourselves.

			In the popular imagination, doomsday is usually a fringe belief, the preserve of weird cults and ranting oddballs. In reality, it’s been a mainstay of major historical figures, firmly believed in by monarchs and statesmen and scholars – something that continues to this day. The apocalypse is and always has been extremely mainstream.

			A second point is that it hasn’t been a passive background belief. Instead, it’s something that’s played an active role in conquests and colonialism, political power struggles and broad social movements. Whether the political players viewed it as an undeniable fact, or merely a convenient excuse, the looming end of days has been used to justify major decisions down the centuries that helped to form the world we live in now.

			Bluntly, the apocalypse is an extremely powerful motivator.

			The final point comes in the answer to the question: why did a belief in the apocalypse spur Columbus to set sail for the Indies?

			
			

			It’s because he thought it was his duty to help bring it about.

			This is one of the key things to realise about the end of the world: for many of the people throughout history who most fervently believed in it, it was not simply a terrifying event to be feared, but an ultimate triumph to be longed for and worked towards. At the end of days, Good would finally defeat Evil, all the woes of the material world would be swept away, and the true believers would be rewarded with the paradise of a new world.

			For Columbus, Christ could not return to establish his blessed new kingdom until certain prophetic conditions had been met – among them that all the people of the earth had converted to His worship, and that the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem was restored to Christian rule. His goals were both to convert the world and to plunder it, the better to fund the conquest of the Holy Land.

			Our common conception is that the apocalyptic mindset is one of fear, panic and despair. But in reality, at many times throughout history, it has been something that gave people hope. (Even if that hope was that they would finally be vindicated in the fiery destruction of their enemies.)

			Aside from all this, the other noteworthy thing is the most obvious one: Columbus was wrong. Just like Jan Matthys and Dorothy Martin, Columbus’s predictions entirely failed. Sitting here in the lofty vantage point of 2025, we know that the world’s population is still not converted, control of the Holy Sepulchre remains bitterly contested, and the Second Coming has yet to announce itself. Despite all of Christopher Columbus’s certainty, the world did not end.

			
			

			Except, perhaps, for the indigenous population of the Americas. For them, it kind of did.

			 

			The word for the study of the apocalypse is ‘eschatology’. But that’s not all it means: eschatology isn’t merely about the end of the world, but the end of things. The subject contains beliefs about world-ending cataclysms, but also deals with the structural (the end of the current order) and the personal (what happens to us when we die).

			This isn’t a coincidence. Throughout the history of how these ideas have developed, all these concepts have been deeply interwoven – ideas about the immortal soul inform conceptions of the Day of Judgement, and worldly concerns about the structure of society have fuelled apocalyptic movements for millennia. In the same way, the anxieties and hopes that drive apocalyptic beliefs are also foremost in those other topics – the difficulty of thinking about death, and the fear or hope that the world as we know it will not survive our lifetimes. The spiritual, the political and the personal merge together; our obsession with the Big Apocalypse is fuelled by our terror of all those Little Apocalypses.

			All that might suggest that humans have an in-built compulsion to think about the end of the world. There’s a temptation, when discussing ideas as long-lived and persistent as this, to suggest that they’re somehow innate to us – that beliefs about the end of the world are ‘hard-wired’ into our brains.

			This becomes all the more tempting when you start to spot the common features that occur in apocalyptic stories across times and cultures. It’s easy to jump to the conclusion that there’s something deep within us that yearns for precisely this narrative: some particular arrangement of neurons that lights up at tales of doomsday; an apocalypse-shaped hole in our souls that demands a story to fill it.

			
			

			And yet that can’t be the case, because while apocalypse stories are common, they’re far from universal. Plenty of cultural traditions around the world have happily existed for millennia without ever really troubling themselves over questions of whether and when everything might come to an abrupt halt. The apocalypse is not there in Greek or Roman mythology; it’s rare in traditional African spirituality; it’s effectively absent from Japanese Shinto. Despite what you might have heard a bit over a decade ago, the ancient Maya emphatically did not believe that the world would end in 2012.

			Apocalyptic narratives are undoubtedly very effective at tickling the euphoric-terror centres of our brain, but there’s nothing hard-wired about them.

			Instead, what history shows us is that the apocalypse idea is incredibly good at spreading. It may not spring fully formed from our subconscious, and it’s not an eternal presence in human history, but ever since the first apocalypse story was told – around 3,000 years ago – it has proven adept at jumping from culture to culture, being adapted and recontextualised to fit the circumstances. Even in places with little tradition of doomsday tales, once the concept is introduced, it can quickly take root.

			To put it another way: Columbus brought the apocalypse with him in more ways than one. There are many different ways for the world to end.

			 

			The first time Hong Xiuquan’s world ended was in the 1830s, when he failed an exam.

			
			

			It was an important exam, one on which he’d pinned his self-image and his hopes for a better life. His failure was a crushing blow. He retook the exam; he failed again. When he failed for a third time, his world shattered.

			As he tried to put himself and his world back together, Hong struggled to make sense of unnerving dreams full of strange images he couldn’t comprehend. He found his answers in unfamiliar texts that were being distributed in his home province of Guangdong by foreign travellers – people who had come for trade, but stayed to spread the word of their God.

			The result was a heady stew of messianic, apocalyptic ideas that Hong created from a blend of Western Christianity, Chinese folk religion, and the more eschatological strands of Taoism and Buddhism. This new belief system placed Hong at its centre: no longer a repeatedly failing exam candidate, but the son of God, put on Earth to establish and rule over a new heavenly kingdom.

			Hong began to preach his truth. To begin with, he attracted a few followers. Gradually, the number of followers grew to become a flock. The authorities started to get worried about this challenge to their power, but the followers kept coming. Eventually they were no longer a flock, but an army.

			Twenty years later, somewhere around 30 million people were dead. Hong’s visions of a world upturned – and the backlash against them from the forces of the current order – had brought about one of the bloodiest wars in human history.

			This is shocking, but not surprising. Hong’s uprising may be one of the more extreme examples, but throughout the ages, the apocalypse has been important fuel for rebellions, revolutions and uprisings of all sorts. Like Jan Matthys before him, Hong’s vision of a new spiritual kingdom was a challenge to the existing order; it is almost inevitable that the two would violently clash. Throughout history, the powerful have often weaponised the apocalypse to advance their interests, but it has also been a profound source of hope for the powerless, the disenchanted, the outcasts. After all, if you can imagine the end of the world, then you can imagine a different world.

			
			

			And that’s the key to why doomsday has such a hold on us. Because when we talk about the end of the world, what we really mean is the end of our world.

			Ultimately, our apocalypse obsession is about change – our anxiety about it, and our desire for it. Those who despondently prophesy imminent destruction are normally reacting to societal changes they disapprove of. Those who eagerly await the end of days are really yearning for the overturning of an order they deem insufferable.

			And this is the core idea that’s present in just about every tale in this book, one that permeates the entire history of the end of the world.

			It’s there in the Brazilian jungle, in a community of formerly enslaved people, where a dying man holds on to the last fragments of hope in the world he tried to build, as all around them government forces close in.

			It’s there in the lands of the Xhosa people, where a teenage girl has visions that tell her that soon the dead will arise and injustice will be overturned, but first the people must purify their land in appalling ways.

			It’s there in Montana, with a family of prophets pushing a cart down an underground track as they retreat to their purpose-built bunker, believing that tonight is the night that the long-foretold bombs will fall.

			
			

			It’s there at a gathering near the Sea of Galilee, where a man tells his followers that some of them will not taste death.

			It’s there in Tianjing, as Hong Xiuquan looks out over the destruction he has caused; it’s there on the deck of the Santa Maria as Columbus looks to the horizon, a herald of destruction to come. It’s there in the backyard of a suburban Chicago house, as Seekers huddle in the December chill, awaiting their alien saviours; and it’s there by the gates of Münster, as Jan Matthys has the last glimpse of this world that he will ever see.

			It’s in our news, in our social media feeds, in our culture, and in our minds. The idea of doomsday has spread far and wide. It has spurred oppression and rebellion, given hope and brought terror. It has never, ever been right, not even once, and yet it has indeed changed the world, time and time again. This book is about how, and why.

			It’s an attempt to understand the end.

		

	
		
			
			

			2.

			Apocalypse Pop

			 

			 

			 

			Roland Emmerich has killed more people than almost anyone else in history.

			Now, it’s important – for both ethical and legal reasons – to clarify here that the German-born film director has not actually murdered anybody. Mr Emmerich’s death toll resides purely in the fictional realm; in real life, he is an extremely non-murdery man, who should definitely not sue anybody.

			But still, what a death toll it is.

			Hailed as the ‘master of disaster’, Emmerich’s none-more-apocalyptic films bestrode the box office across the nineties and noughties (with somewhat diminishing returns in recent years). Beyond their individual successes, though, they also helped to kickstart a frantic arms race for maximal cinematic destruction that – at the time of writing – shows very little sign of abating.

			In his role as the conductor of cataclysm, Mr Emmerich has brought our planet to the brink of annihilation in no fewer than five movies: 1996’s Independence Day (alien invasion); 2004’s The Day After Tomorrow (climate catastrophe); 2009’s 2012 (full-spectrum Maya calendar-themed destruction); 2016’s Independence Day: Resurgence (they’re back!); and 2022’s Moonfall (the moon . . . falls). We’re not even counting 1998’s Godzilla, as it merely lays waste to New York City, which – despite what some of its residents may believe – is not the whole world.

			
			

			Establishing exactly how high Emmerich’s cinematic kill-count runs turns out to be a tricky endeavour – one that, if I’m honest, I wasted several days of research trying in vain to pin down.

			Only Independence Day has a canonical death toll, thanks to it being mentioned in the sequel. It’s around 3 billion dead – most from disease and starvation in the aftermath of the alien invasion, rather than that many people all having had the misfortune to be standing by a famous landmark when it exploded. The sequel is even more destructive (a substantial portion of Asia appears to be . . . dropped on London?), so that’s probably another few billion of the people who survived the first round.

			In happier news, the climate cataclysms of The Day After Tomorrow seem worst in the USA (a brief clip shows American refugees fleeing to Mexico). Also, there’s a bit where Jake Gyllenhaal outruns a cold front that’s chasing him down a corridor and escapes by simply shutting the door. In other words, this thing . . . seems survivable? We can guess that the death toll during the movie is comparatively minor by Emmerichian standards – tens of millions, perhaps? – even if it’s probably a safe assumption that global agriculture would be screwed in the following years.

			
			

			The destruction in 2012, by contrast, is almost total: the film suggests only one small bit of Africa and one ark-full of elites/plucky protagonists survive, so a reasonable mortality estimate is within handwaving territory of 7 billion.

			This brings us to Moonfall. Like most of its audience, I don’t have a firm grasp of what was going on in this film, but honestly, it seemed pretty bad! The moon’s gravity starts lifting things like oceans and landscapes into the air, then lifting the air into space, all of which is probably not ideal. (Also – spoiler – it turns out the moon is an alien spaceship.) Let’s play it safe and call it 3.5 billion, shall we? Cool.

			The point here is that Emmerich’s cumulative cinematic body count is plausibly in the 15 billion range – in other words, more than double the actual population of the Earth. The apocalypse itself is not big enough to contain his wrath.

			But the thing that really gives you the flavour of our cultural moment is that, while Emmerich’s commitment to unleashing havoc upon our planet is unusually dedicated, he doesn’t even have the highest cultural kill-count. In the movie realm, that title probably goes to either the Russo brothers (if you count the snapping away of half the universe’s population in Avengers: Infinity War, despite the fact that they were all brought back in the next film) or J. J. Abrams (who’s enthusiastically embraced the George Lucas technique of demolishing entire planets for dramatic effect, doing so in both Star Trek and Star Wars: The Force Awakens – accounting for hundreds of billions of unnamed victims).

			It’s not quite the same, though, this casual obliteration of far-off fictional worlds. They’re not our world; it doesn’t register on the same emotional level. But that feels entirely in keeping with the weightless mass death of the modern blockbuster, which has taught us not to consider whether those falling buildings have people in them, or if those crashing cars have drivers.

			
			

			And that’s kind of the point – none of this orgy of destruction feels out of place in our doom-laden cultural landscape. The end times have spread through our entertainment landscape like a zombie infection through a holiday camp. If you have even a passing engagement with pop culture, you’ll have beheld more apocalypses and near-apocalypses and post-apocalypses in recent decades than any single planet should be expected to take. If you take any message from it all, it’s that the end – to quote the words sprayed on a church wall in 28 Days Later – ‘is extremely fucking nigh’.

			We’ve seen our world brought to the brink of destruction by blight (Interstellar), by badly thought-out solutions to climate change (Snowpiercer), by fungus (The Girl with All the Gifts), by infertility (Children of Men), by garbage (WALL-E), by the rotation of the Earth’s core abruptly stopping (The Core), by dragons (Reign of Fire), and even by Satan (End of Days), which I suppose represents a nice return to tradition.

			Aliens have caused us problems many, many times (Independence Day, The Matrix, Battle: Los Angeles, Oblivion, A Quiet Place), possibly losing the ‘Most Popular Apocalyptic Threat’ contest only to the resurgence of zombies – which themselves have come in versions that are fast (Dawn of the Dead, World War Z, Train to Busan), slow (The Walking Dead, Shaun of the Dead, Zombieland) and not-technically-zombies-but-clearly-still-zombies (28 Days Later, I am Legend). Asteroids, comets and other forms of space stuff are also perennial favourites, of course.

			If you’re a gamer, you can shoot fungus-infected not-technically-zombies in the post-apocalyptic ruins of The Last of Us, or shoot irradiated mutants in the post-apocalyptic wasteland of Fallout – and when your fingers get tired, you can put down the controller and watch the prestigious live-action adaptations of both. If you’re a fan of high-quality literature, you can read incredibly bleak post-apocalyptic tales (The Road) or quietly hopeful post-apocalyptic tales (Station Eleven). And when your book hand gets tired, they too have prestigious live-action adaptations.

			
			

			Apocalyptic events have been the subject of everything from the biggest blockbusters imaginable (the Avengers diptych of Infinity War and Endgame) to small indie dramedies (Last Night), weird arthouse experiments (Melancholia), outright comedy (This Is The End) and rather heavy-handed satire (Don’t Look Up). They’ve given us some of the most memorable works of recent decades (Children of Men, Mad Max: Fury Road) and – let’s be honest – some of the worst (looking at you, Geostorm).

			Now, the sheer variety of apocalypses on offer has not always made for completely distinctive entertainment. In the late nineties, you had the choice of watching Kevin Costner manfully surviving in a very wet post-apocalyptic landscape (Waterworld) or in a very dry post-apocalyptic landscape (The Postman). In the summer of 1998, if you went to see Armageddon, you could watch the East Coast of the USA get destroyed by meteorites before the world is saved from an asteroid by an astronaut with a nuclear bomb sacrificing himself. By contrast, if you bought a ticket for Deep Impact, you could watch the East Coast of the USA get destroyed by a comet fragment before the world is saved from a larger comet fragment by several astronauts with nuclear bombs sacrificing themselves.

			Which all raises the very real possibility that we might be on the verge of suffering from apocalypse fatigue. There are, surely, only so many times you can witness the end of the world before the novelty wears off. When Roland Emmerich’s Moonfall hit cinemas, one Hollywood analytics firm reported that audiences had soured on the director’s output – accusing him of ‘hating Earth’.

			
			

			Throughout history, depictions of the apocalypse have inspired fear, awe and hope in their audiences. What does it say about us that today our main reaction might be boredom?

			 

			Ours is far from the first age in which culture has turned its eyes towards doomsday. Disaster, as Susan Sontag wrote in 1965, ‘is one of the oldest subjects of art’.

			That’s from her essay ‘The Imagination of Disaster’, which analysed the deeper meaning – or lack of it – in films that blow shit up good. And there was plenty of material for her to work with. Fuelled by the new anxieties of the nuclear age, the previous fifteen years had seen a glut of sci-fi films (of varying degrees of schlock) which featured wanton destruction and imminent planetary catastrophe. Her analysis of their formulaic nature (‘often includes a rapid montage of news broadcasts in various languages’; ‘an obligatory scene here of panicked crowds stampeding along a highway or a big bridge’) still reads as incredibly familiar today.

			But of course, culture had focused on matters apocalyptic long before the twentieth century – there’s a history of artistic representations of the apocalypse that stretches back at least a thousand years. In fact, it almost certainly stretches back even further than that – but only small fragments of physical culture survive that long, so discussing it starts to involve a bit of educated guesswork. (Also, the stuff that does survive tends to be the bits that were made out of stone or owned by kings, which aren’t always terribly representative.)

			
			

			Now, for most of that time, the purpose of this cultural apocalypticism wasn’t to make people go, ‘Wow, look at all that stuff exploding – awesome.’ Or rather, it was – but ‘awesome’ in the ‘tremble before the fearsome power of God’ sense, rather than the ‘heh heh, cool’ sense. If you walk into a medieval English church – or, more accurately, if you walk out of a medieval English church – there’s a chance you’ll get a glimpse of this in action. Many of them have ‘Doom paintings’ across the wall around the exit – massive, detailed, extremely visceral depictions of the Last Judgement. The world fractures, and Christ sits in his judging seat, dispatching the virtuous towards paradise and the wicked to an array of precisely rendered torments. The purpose is clear: to freak everyone out as they leave church, reminding them of the fate that awaits those who forget the sermon the second they’re out the door.

			The thing is, before the age of print or radio or streaming platforms, slapping something over the exit of a church was the closest thing to broadcast mass media there was. Outside of ‘very catchy folk song’ or ‘compelling rumour’, if you wanted a lot of people to absorb a message, then a massive painting on a church wall was one of your best bets.

			The most famous Doom painting is also one of the most unusual: Michelangelo’s vast and awesome The Last Judgement in the Sistine Chapel. This one isn’t placed by the exit – it’s on the wall right behind the altar. In contrast to the transcendent beauty of his ceiling efforts, Michelangelo’s doomwork is designed to strike terror into the hearts of everyone forced to stare at it for the entirety of the service. And it marked a political shift: unlike the blissful scenes on the ceiling, painted decades earlier when the Church was confident in its status, the apocalypse scenes were commissioned during the explosion of Protestant thought, as Rome realised that it was in a knock-down scrap for religious dominance. The message? No more Mr Nice Church.

			
			

			The feeling was mutual: an awful lot of England’s Doom paintings were destroyed or painted over during the Reformation, as Henry VIII went to town on Catholicism and all its trappings.

			But the apocalypse wasn’t just a message pushed on the public during this time – it could also be a luxury good. For those who could afford them (which was very, very few people) illuminated manuscripts were becoming a must-have status symbol, and one of the more popular subjects was the end of days. Little showed off your elite status like owning your own personal depiction of Armageddon. The sixteenth-century Augsburg Book of Miracles is perhaps the pinnacle of this form, a sumptuous collection of depictions of disasters and bizarre events that ends in a sequence of glorious technicolour renditions of the coming last days. (More on this in Chapter 9.)

			By the time the Book of Miracles was produced, though, the nature of culture was already shifting – one-off artworks were on their way to being supplanted by mass reproduction. The printing revolution also gave us some of our most popular and enduring apocalyptic imagery: Albrecht Dürer’s Apocalypse With Pictures, the smash-hit woodcut sensation of 1498. Launched in a Europe hot with conflict, dizzy from rapid social change and trembling in the expectation of Judgement Day arriving in the near future, Dürer’s Apocalypse presented the hallucinatory imagery of the Book of Revelation with an unprecedented realism – and cemented the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse as a defining symbol of the looming End.

			
			

			It wasn’t just visual art that bore the mark of doomsday, though. As text itself became more widely available, people quickly took it up to talk about all things apocalyptic – and the results were often hugely popular. The Day of Doom, an extremely long poem by Michael Wigglesworth first published in 1662, became possibly the best-selling text in New England for the best part of a century – despite the fact that it’s overwrought, grim doggerel.

			Wigglesworth himself was a closeted Puritan clergyman, much tormented by homoerotic yearning and wet dreams, and described by one scholar as ‘a morbid, humorless, selfish busybody’. The poem is a reflection of his outlook, in which a brief exciting segment of awesome spectacle (‘The Mountains smoke, the Hills are shook / The Earth is rent and torn’) quickly gives way to an interminable litany of judgement in which Wigglesworth explains why almost everyone is going to hell. That’s a fate reserved not just for ‘Witches, Inchanters, and Alehouse-haunters’ and the like – the poem spends many stanzas justifying why babies who died in infancy, never even having had the chance to sin, are also hell-bound.

			But not every religious text that considered the apocalypse was quite as dour and doctrinaire. Even before the age of print, one of the first-ever novels produced in the Arabic world offers a far more intriguing exploration of all things doomy.

			Penned by the remarkable polymath Ibn al-Nafis some time around 1270, the Theologus Autodidactus (‘The Self-Taught Theologian’) is the story of a child who miraculously springs into existence on a deserted island, and goes about figuring out the world from first principles. As a plot, it’s part theological exegesis, part coming-of-age tale, and mostly an opportunity for al-Nafis to drop in all his thoughts about life, the universe and everything. (Ibn al-Nafis was a pioneering physician – the first to accurately describe the circulation of blood between the heart and lungs – so it also features some lengthy digressions about anatomy.)

			
			

			The part that concerns us comes, naturally, at the end: a detailed description of exactly what will happen in the final days. This section is, frankly, a banger – for the simple reason that al-Nafis has set himself the task of coming up with a plausible, logical, non-supernatural explanation for why all the things mentioned in prophecies of the end times should happen. At this point, the novel stops being a theological Bildungsroman. Instead, it becomes, effectively, a kind of early sci-fi.

			You see, the plausible apocalypse al-Nafis comes up with is . . . climate change. Based on his (admittedly flawed) knowledge of astronomy, he predicts that the seasonal changes in the sun’s path across the sky will eventually diminish to nothing – leaving the day length unchanging and the seasons static across the planet. The outcome, he says, is that ‘the regions far from the equator will become exceedingly cold, and those near it intensely hot; this will make the climate unsuitable for the human temperament’.

			The effects of this will be severe: ‘there will be many fires’, ‘water will become very scarce’, and ‘there will be much smoke and this will produce unhealthy winds . . . and in consequence of this the soil will lose many of its earthy and watery parts’. Humanity will suffer: ‘Their hearts will become weak, and they will often die suddenly’, while ‘fruit and crops will become very scarce . . . for this reason there will be many thefts’, and ‘crimes and troubles will become prevalent’. When the extremes of hot and cold eventually ‘make health and life impossible’, then ‘the inhabitants of those two climates will be forced to emigrate . . . with their kings, armies and mounts’. The result will be war and, ultimately, complete destruction.

			
			

			The finale envisioned by al-Nafis seems very familiar in our warming world – you can find equivalents of many of his predictions in modern environmental warnings. Not all of them, admittedly: he also forecasts that it will cause mass lesbianism. ‘On account of the many wars many men will be killed, and women will be in the majority. Therefore they will become lustful and lecherous as they cannot find enough men to satisfy them, and there will be much female homosexuality.’ Just as the prophecy foretold.

			The work of al-Nafis is notable for taking the religious idea of the apocalypse and tackling it with a scientist’s eye. In this, he was ahead of his time, because he was prefiguring one of the most notable ways that the apocalypse and culture would intersect – the rise of the secular apocalypse.

			Throughout the nineteenth century, the twin forces of art and science worked in tandem to ponder a new possibility: that of apocalypse without divine intervention. As astronomers and geologists and medics examined new breakthroughs, the possibility of a global cataclysm that was distinct from religious prophecies became apparent. And at the same time, cultural pioneers were grappling with exactly the same idea.

			If you want to put a date on it, the secular apocalypse entered culture in the same borderline-apocalyptic year that birthed the modern horror story. Which makes sense, because it was the same people who did it: Lord Byron, the Shelleys and their friends, who were sheltering from the eerie volcanic winter of the ‘year without a summer’ in the Villa Diodati and telling each other spooky stories. The same extended house party that saw the creation of Frankenstein’s monster and the modern vampire also gave us a fresh new apocalypse.

			
			

			Byron’s poem ‘Darkness’, written that year, presents an apocalypse that alludes to scripture but stands apart from it, with a clear scientific influence: an Italian scientist had caused a sensation by predicting that the sun would be consumed by sunspots and go out on 16 July that year. (This did not happen.)

			Mary Shelley, of Frankenstein fame, would also dip into the apocalyptic well a decade later with the publication of The Last Man in 1826, which imagines the sole survivor of a world devastated by a pandemic. Critics hated it; it’s now considered a pioneering work.

			Throughout the nineteenth century, scientific discovery and artistic imagination would cross-fertilise to develop ideas of the secular apocalypse. It wasn’t just a question of each inspiring the other: scientists themselves would turn to fiction to explore their ideas. The celebrated French astronomer Camille Flammarion wrestled with these questions of how the world might end in his 1893 novel Le Fin du Monde, in which a group of far-future scientists debate whether a passing comet will extinguish all life on Earth.

			In our time, we take for granted that all these threats – comets, pandemics, geostorms – are a part of our cultural landscape. But that wasn’t always the case. Our understanding of what the apocalypse will look like is deeply influenced by centuries of its depiction.

			 

			In 1910, when Halley’s Comet made its return to Earth’s celestial neighbourhood for the first time in seventy-five years, it sparked a wave of both excitement and fear.

			
			

			The last time that cosmic wanderer had passed our way, back in 1835, the age of mass media was only just dawning. It was a time when newly launched newspapers with a populist mindset and a knock-down price were competing fiercely for public attention – but they were still early in the trial-and-error process of figuring out what grabbed readers and what didn’t.

			But by the time the comet swung back into town, a decade into the twentieth century, they’d got that down to a fine art.

			Two examples – one scientific, one religious – from that time illustrate the impact the comet’s arrival had on the apocalyptic imagination. In February, the New York Times reported on its front page the fears of none other than the famous French astronomer Camille Flammarion: that the Earth might pass through the comet’s tail – recently discovered to contain the ‘very deadly poison’ cyanogen – with the result that it would ‘impregnate the atmosphere and possibly snuff out all life on the planet’. This prediction blasted out across the media like a shockwave, propagated via wire services and reprints and follow-up stories – and before too long, the question of whether the comet would result in the ‘wholesale extinction of life’ was one that was preying on everyone’s mind.

			That question might have originated in science, but it made an impression on those of a less empirical mindset as well. ‘Superstitious Driven to Suicide and Crime by Comet’ ran the headline in the Los Angeles Times on 19 May, the morning after the comet’s tail was said to have passed the Earth. Reports from across the country brought news of the frenzied emotional outpourings the night before: a wealthy rancher in New Mexico drank deadly poison, not wishing to witness the disaster unfolding; churches had been full, with the faithful praying all night for salvation; in Mexico, religious ceremonies held to drive the comet away transformed into fiestas as they realised the moment of crisis had passed. But most shocking were the events near the small town of Aline, Oklahoma.

			
			

			Around forty members of a sect known as the Select Followers had attempted to conduct a human sacrifice – what the report described as a ‘blood atonement’, which their leader Henry Heinman had insisted was the only way to avert catastrophe. He had received a message from God that, without such a sacrifice, the ‘heavens would be rolled up like a scroll following contact with the tail of the comet’.

			The sacrifice was to be a local sixteen-year-old girl, Jane Warfield, whom they had clothed in ceremonial white robes. The horror was only averted at the last minute. The authorities had been tipped off about the planned slaughter, and, in the form of a posse led by Dewey County’s Sheriff Hughes, they arrived just as Heinman was about the wield the knife. Jane was saved; Heinman was taken into custody.

			These vignettes from the comet panic of 1910 are interesting for two reasons. Firstly, they illustrate a trend that would accelerate throughout the twentieth century, showing how scientific and religious concepts of the apocalypse had begun to merge and feed off each other in the culture – new scientific discoveries informing religious interpretation, and familiar religious narratives being used to discuss science.

			Secondly, and perhaps more importantly . . . they’re both complete bollocks.

			Neither Flammarion’s toxic prediction nor Heinman’s blood sacrifice were real. Instead, they were inventions of the American press – apocalypse myths that have still been repeated over and over in the decades since.

			
			

			These examples show how our cultural ideas about the apocalypse aren’t just influenced by fiction – or at least, not just by fiction that admits it’s fiction. The world of non-fiction also moulds itself into shapes that are often better at tickling our brain’s narrative centres than they are at accurately representing reality. They help us see the two flip sides of our fascination with doomsday. We take our own apocalyptic speculations very seriously, and greedily feed them with overblown predictions of imminent catastrophe; at the same time, we also love stories about how everyone else’s apocalyptic beliefs are batshit crazy.

			In reality, Flammarion had never claimed that the comet’s tail would poison the Earth. In fact he’d repeatedly said the exact opposite, insisting that even if the planet did pass through the comet’s tail, our atmosphere would protect us. He hadn’t just said that in response to Halley’s Comet: it’s even the conclusion of his apocalyptic novel Le Fin du Monde. The press had simply quoted his description of the scenario he was debunking and ignored his conclusion.

			By the time the New York Times ran its story in February 1910, Flammarion had actually been fighting a largely hopeless battle to get his true views out for months, having been initially misquoted the previous year. Rather than correcting themselves, the press instead gleefully went round asking other scientists what they thought of Flammarion’s ‘prediction’, then running ‘Boffins Slam Comet Weirdo’-style headlines when Flammarion’s colleagues inevitably expressed scepticism about the predictions wrongly attributed to him.

			But if Flammarion was the victim of twisted half-truths and missing context, the ritual sacrifice in Oklahoma was invented from whole cloth. There was no such person as Henry Heinman, no Jane Warfield, and no chanting circle of Select Followers. Aline, Oklahoma, is a real place, at least, although it’s not in Dewey County and the local sheriff wasn’t called Hughes. Its local newspaper, the Aline Chronoscope, never mentioned the incident, which is odd given that there wasn’t exactly a glut of news in the tiny town competing for column inches.

			
			

			Indeed most Oklahoma newspapers passed on the story, which is a bit of a tell, given that it was printed in newspapers across the country after being sent out on the Associated Press wire service. Even more notably, one of the few local outlets that did run the AP copy – the Cherokee Republican, based in the same county as Aline – prefaced it with a sceptical paragraph noting that the tale sounded ‘suspiciously like Ed Marchant’. He was the founder of the Aline Chronoscope, and had sold the paper a few years earlier. It’s possible, we might speculate, that Mr Marchant was simply finding ways to amuse himself in his retirement.

			These two trends in our non-fiction depiction of apocalypse – hyped-up warnings of imminent doom, and dubious reports of other people’s apocalyptic lunacy – are far from limited to the 1910 comet mania. Once you start looking for them, you begin to see them all over the place.

			The modern era of online journalism – with its collapsing business models and desperate hunger for clicks, any clicks – is bad in a lot of ways. But the Pavlovian feedback loop between eyeballs and content does at least give us some insight into what people are actually interested in. And we can deduce from the preponderance of overblown stories about imminent catastrophe that people are really, really into them. Everyone loves a doomscroll. The exact nature of the apocalyptic threat varies with the newspaper’s political preferences (climate change, disease, multiculturalism, kids these days with their phones); the degree of sensationalism involved can range from ‘slightly exaggerated’ to ‘completely made up’. But the message is broadly the same: EVERYBODY PANIC.

			
			

			As an example, let us examine the longstanding love affair between the Daily Express and asteroids.

			For many years now, the Express has been obsessively hyping up every rock in the sky as a potential planet-killer. (If you’re not familiar with the Express, it’s a low-rent British tabloid; think the Daily Mail but without the restraint and self-respect.) It doesn’t especially matter if they’re not actually going to hit us – which they never are – because close passes, wild hypotheticals, and occasionally the prophecies of Nostradamus will be deployed to talk up the doomsday potential.

			‘Apocalypse warning as “God of chaos” asteroid to pass “exceptionally close” to Earth’ reads one recent headline (there was no apocalypse warning). ‘Exact date deadly asteroid could hit Earth as scientists warn “we’re not prepared’’’ reads another (there is no date; it’s about a training exercise involving a fictional scenario). The wild-eyed tone of the stories has stayed the same over many years, although in fairness the frequency has calmed down a bit lately from its frantic peak in previous years. As the Futurism website noted in late 2019, the Express had published no fewer than eighty-seven killer asteroid stories in the previous month. ‘It’s rare for a day to go by,’ they observed, ‘without the newspaper warning, or heavily implying, that a deadly space rock is about to annihilate civilization.’

			If we are hungry for tales of impending doom, we also love to mock those who believe a little bit too fervently. And for decades, the news media have obligingly played up to this, scouring the world for fringe tales of apocalyptic expectation – from eccentric preachers and oddball sects in the nineteenth century to the more organised preppers and doomsday cults of the late twentieth.

			
			

			These aren’t necessarily entirely fictional, like the tale of the Select Followers and their blood sacrifice – although they’re often vague enough on the details that it’s hard to be sure, and they frequently read as a little too good to be entirely unembellished. But there’s a whiff of formula. The choice to elevate small, weird, local dramas to global attention, the focus on the most extreme or baroque details, the tone of wry amusement – they’re stories that identify their subjects as the butt of a particularly long-running joke.

			‘Simple-Minded Canadian Farmers Expecting the End of the World Next Sunday’ reads a headline in the New York Times from 15 June 1881. It reports that in Ontario, these addle-brained sons of the soil were abandoning their fields in the face of the world being imminently burned up. ‘I says to a nabor friend o’mine a week agone, waal, if the world’s to come to a hend on the 19th o’June, I beant agoin’ to work no more,’ the report quotes one farmer as saying. Did he actually say that? Did he say it in that accent? Who knows. Pressed on concerns that their produce would spoil as they neglected their duties, the unnamed farmer supposedly asserts that ‘hif the hearth hends hon the 19th, we woant want no pertaters’.

			Yeah, it turns out that the Times’ fondness for condescending yokel safaris did not originate in the midwestern diners of the 2016 election.

			Pertaters aside, the story is not alone – as a quick bimble through just the NYT’s archive shows. From December 1901: reports of a sect in Germany who – interpreting a stopped clock in their house as a sign of the Last Judgement – killed one of their members and then danced naked through the streets of their village. October 1902: the story of a new end-times cult in Russia that believed modern technology was the cause of an imminent ‘universal calamity’, proclaiming that ‘in every gramophone sit several little devils and one large devil on top’. At times, there’s the feeling of the media coverage eating itself: in September 1909, one member of a doomsday movement in Massachusetts is said to have taken his own life in advance of the final hour, dying with his pockets ‘filled with newspaper clippings relating to predictions by members of the Church’.

			
			

			Again, it’s not that these stories are necessarily untrue, or the public’s interest in them misplaced. (Look, I’m writing a book about this, and you’re reading it: you’ll be relieved to know that freaky apocalyptic beliefs are in fact a real and fascinating thing. The rest of the book would be extremely dull otherwise.) ‘World to continue as before’ is simply not as big a story as ‘World to end’. ‘Church holds raffle’ doesn’t quite match up to ‘Church burns all their clothes in preparation for rapture’.

			But like everything that our taste for sensation induces the media to hype up – gruesome crimes, inventively depraved scandals, hardscrabble underdogs triumphing against the odds – it’s really the frequency with which they appear, relative to all the other stuff in the world, that can distort our understanding. The thirst for novelty elevates rare occurrences into defining ones, while the desire to fit events into familiar narratives flattens out all specificity.

			And this bleeds over from the world of news into the world of fiction. We have expectations of what apocalypticism should look like, cherry-picked from reality, that are deeply embedded in our pop culture. The tousle-haired prophet who turns out to be right this time; the bunker-dwelling paranoiacs who were the only ones prepared for the cataclysm; the white-robed chanters waiting serenely for redemption as the world burns around them. These have reached the level of shorthand: the guy standing with a sign that reads ‘The end of the world is nigh’ is an almost universal symbol for ‘nutter’.

			
			

			 

			This all leaves the question: why?

			To an extent, the waves of apocalypticism in art are simply influenced by the technology of production and distribution. Every time we get better at depicting things, or at getting those depictions in front of larger audiences, someone has the bright idea of using this to show people what it would look like if the world exploded. As a subject, it’s pretty high up the list of things we try to depict as soon as we have a new medium to play with, somewhere just after ‘hot naked people’.

			Dürer’s woodcuts were a product of mastering innovative new techniques, and could reach audiences across Europe through the reproductive power of print. Without the growth of the printing press, Wigglesworth’s judgemental doggerel could never have become a cultural phenomenon in ­seventeenth-century New England. And the feature film was only a few years old before someone made one about the apocalypse.

			This was the hugely popular 1916 Danish film Verdens Undergang (‘The End of the World’), in which – once again – a passing comet causes havoc. Its special effects were cutting edge for the time. Admittedly, they mostly consisted of collapsing sets and people throwing fireworks in front of the camera, but even the jaded modern viewer can see how it would have been impressive to contemporary audiences. The film was obviously influenced by the Halley’s Comet panic of a few years earlier, but its scenes of destruction feel particularly resonant given it was produced while Europe was still deep in the grip of the Great War.

			
			

			So in some ways, our late glut of doom is simply a product of technology – the moving image is our dominant cultural form, and around thirty years ago it suddenly got much better at depicting a wide range of catastrophes.

			What changed in the nineties was that the same ‘melting tanks, flying bodies, crashing walls, awesome craters and fissures in the earth’ that Sontag wrote about in the sixties could now be rendered with gasp-inducing photorealistic fidelity. Filmmakers no longer needed to simulate the end of the world by chucking fireworks around, or by having a guy in an unconvincing rubber suit jump up and down on model buildings. If you could imagine it, and had a big enough budget, you could put it on screen.

			(It was probably James Cameron’s 1991 Terminator 2: Judgement Day that lit the fuse. Its most eye-catching special effect may have been a shape-shifting quicksilver CGI cyborg, but it was the brief, wildly expensive dream sequence of a nuclear weapon destroying Los Angeles – a combination of traditional model work and CGI – that most clearly sparked the imaginations of fellow filmmakers.)

			Beyond technology, there’s also the economics of entertainment. Business models demand blockbusters. And as screenwriter Damon Lindelof bluntly put it a decade ago, ‘Once you spend more than $100 million on a movie, you have to save the world.’ The profusion of pop apocalypses is down to an escalatory arms race of dramatic stakes.

			
			

			There’s an impulse to always make the threats bigger, to show the audience something they haven’t seen before. To quote Craig Mazin, the screenwriter of Chernobyl and The Last of Us: ‘We are currently in a state of stakesflation in Hollywood, where everything gets upped. It’s not enough to destroy a planet, now you must destroy the galaxy. No, now you have to destroy multiple galaxies. Now you have to destroy half of everything that is alive . . .’

			Of course, these stories also provide an outlet for us to exorcise the anxieties of our age. Just as the Year Without a Summer turned the minds of some romantic poets to destruction, and the bloody mess of World War I inspired early Danish filmmakers, so the nuclear paranoia of the post-Hiroshima age triggered the movies Susan Sontag was so unimpressed by. The apocalypses we imagine may not be exactly those that we fear in real life – comparatively few apocalyptic tales of recent times have featured climate change as much more than a background detail – but you suspect it’s what we’re really talking about.

			This metaphorical weight is why poets have often followed Byron to the well of apocalyptic imagery. Yeats used it to express the aftermath of war in ‘The Second Coming’ (‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold / Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world’); Robert Frost teased out the emotional tenor of different dooms in ‘Fire and Ice’ (‘Some say the world will end in fire / Some say in ice’).

			In literature too, its evocative power sees it sneak into unexpected places. When Dickens conjures the chaos of the age in the opening passages of A Tale of Two Cities, he references two apocalyptic prophets, promising the imminent ‘swallowing up of London’. In Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Raskolnikov’s name straightforwardly refers to a schism, but it summons up the Raskolniki – the self-destructive Russian schismatics who burned themselves alive in anticipation of doomsday.

			
			

			And of course, the apocalypse really works as a dramatic device because it provides the most extreme form of several fundamentals of the narrative art. A classic story structure involves disrupting your protagonist’s life and forcing them to go on a journey. In shorthand, the dramatist needs to burn down their hero’s house. Demolishing their planet to (for example) force them to hitchhike around the galaxy is just taking that to its logical conclusion.

			The apocalypse also provides a dramatic sandbox for deconstructing society. It strips away all the constraints and rules and obligations of everyday life, and lets you see humanity in a raw state – whether you think that will show us in a positive or, as tends to be the case, a negative light. In the apocalypse, nobody needs to put the bins out, or obey traffic rules, or save for their pension. You can reimagine the world as you wish. This dismantling of society, in fact, is the same attraction that the end of days has held for apocalyptic social movements throughout the ages.

			But perhaps most importantly, the thing the end times give us is, well, an ending. And the ending is essential to understanding a story. Without the ending, a story is just a sequence of events; with an ending, it has resonance and import. As Frank Kermode wrote in The Sense of an Ending, we crave ‘fictions of beginnings and fictions of ends, fictions which unite beginning and end and endow the interval between them with meaning’.

			What is true of story is also true of our lives. When we die, we want to know it meant something, and the same is true of the world as a whole. Realistically, we know we don’t live at the beginning of history; and it is very unlikely that we actually live during the climax of history. But in that case, how can we know what all this means? How can history be an unsatisfying tale without a conclusion, like a whodunnit with the final pages ripped out? And so we are people of the second act, imagining ourselves a finale.

			
			

			Which leads us to perhaps the overriding reason we are so attracted to the apocalypse story: we are a species that is addicted to narrative. We desperately want our lives to have a satisfying dramatic arc; we want the world around us to be meaningful. It’s the same reason we picture ourselves as the protagonists of our own lives; it’s why we imagine shadowy conspiracies controlling the world around us; it’s why we convince ourselves that we’re about to hit a lucky streak at the roulette table. It’s how politicians ask for our votes and how con artists relieve us of our savings.

			The apocalypse isn’t just a good story. It is, very literally, the ultimate story.

			It’s also a story that’s been present in culture for many thousands of years; its form is as familiar to us as a comfy pair of narrative trousers. It hasn’t just been a constant narrative presence, it’s also shaped our expectations of what a story should even look like. This means that to properly understand the end, we need to start at the beginning.

			It’s time to meet the man who invented the apocalypse.
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