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‘Anticipating the end of the world is humanity’s oldest pastime . . . The End is what we want, so I’m afraid the End is what we’re damn well going to get.’


— David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas (2004)


‘Despite everything, the world had not ended yet. What was the reflex that made it catch itself? What was the balance it regained?’


— Patricia Lockwood, No One Is Talking About This (2021)
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Theories that involve the end of the world are not amenable to experimental verification – or, at least, not more than once.


Carl Sagan (1983)


It is a sunny afternoon in Taormina, Sicily, and two wealthy couples on holiday are drinking Aperol Spritz on a balcony overlooking the sea. Harper, who runs on anxiety and guilt, says that she has trouble sleeping because of ‘everything that’s going on in the world’. Daphne, who runs on denial, asks what she means. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ says Harper. ‘Just, like, the end of the world.’ Daphne laughs. ‘Oh no, Harper! The world’s not ending, it’s not that bad.’ She doesn’t follow the news any more. ‘And even if it was as bad as they say it is, I mean what can you really do, you know?’ Harper and Daphne are sitting on the same beautiful hotel balcony, drinking the same expensive drinks, but only one of them is tormented by the sense that we are all doomed. ‘It’s like we’re all entertaining each other while the world burns,’ says Harper.


This is a scene from season two of the HBO series The White Lotus, starring Aubrey Plaza as Harper and Meghann Fahy as Daphne. The show leaves open the question of whether Harper’s position is a morally responsible reaction to vast and dangerous problems or a yelp of impotent despair. ‘Such convictions in the mouths of safe, comfortable people playing at crisis, alienation, apocalypse and desperation, make me sick,’ complains the protagonist of Saul Bellow’s 1964 novel Herzog. ‘We must get it out of our heads that this is a doomed time, that we are waiting for the end, and the rest of it . . . Things are grim enough without these shivery games . . . We love apocalypses too much.’ What would Herzog say now? Conservatives and progressives offer competing narratives of decline and doom. Many climate activists speak of irreparable breakdown and even human extinction. There are new terms such as doomer, polycrisis and Generation Dread. A peer-reviewed 2021 survey of people aged between sixteen and twenty-five around the world found that 56 per cent agreed with the statement, ‘Humanity is doomed.’ In a 2020 YouGov poll, nearly one in three Americans said that they expected an apocalyptic event in their lifetimes, with the Christian Judgement Day relegated to fourth place by a pandemic, climate change and nuclear war; zombies and aliens brought up the rear. While promoting his doomsday satire Don’t Look Up in 2021, director Adam McKay awkwardly tried to define this era: ‘the Great Awfulization . . . or the Gilded Rage . . . You can just really call it collapse culture . . . There’s such a list of things to keep your eye on.’


This is not the religious end of time, or eschaton, that has fascinated humanity for thousands of years (we’ll get to that) but the end of the world as a pervasive mood – a vibe. ‘It’s pretty clear the world is ending,’ Marc Maron says in his comedy special End Times Fun. ‘I don’t want to shock anybody. Seems to be happening though.’ Everybody laughs. Nobody responds as if this were a preposterous claim, just as no reviewer of Sally Rooney’s Beautiful World, Where Are You seemed taken aback by one character’s insistence that there is ‘no chance for the planet, and no chance for us’ and ‘we are standing in the last lighted room before the darkness, bearing witness to something.’ Sheila Heti compares life in 2022 to ‘being in a plane that was slowly twirling to the ground’ in her quietly apocalyptic novel Pure Colour. ‘Hey, what can you say?’ sings the comedian Bo Burnham in his satirical ballad ‘That Funny Feeling’. ‘We were overdue / But it’ll be over soon, you wait.’ An entirely routine way to express dissatisfaction with the world is to say that it is ending.


In her 2021 novel Fake Accounts, Lauren Oyler satirizes what she sees as a propensity to wallow in self-loathing and impotence: ‘the popular turn to fatalism could be attributed to self-aggrandizement and an ignorance of history, history being characterized by the population’s quickness to declare apocalypse finally imminent despite its permanently delayed arrival.’ This is a fallacy known as presentism, or chronocentrism: the delusion that one’s own generation is experiencing what has never been experienced before and will never be experienced again. Such temporal egotism has been baked into apocalyptic thought since John of Patmos promised ‘The time is at hand’ in the Book of Revelation. As Frank Kermode argued in his classic 1967 book The Sense of an Ending, we resist the idea that we live in the middle of history, unable to know how it all ends or to be a part of the climactic drama. To make sense of life, Kermode wrote, ‘we need fictions of beginnings and fictions of ends, fictions which unite beginning and end and endow the interval between them with meaning.’


Therefore, even if we are not religious, we like to think that our own time is a unique and crucial turning point. The word crisis comes from a medical Latin term for the point in an illness that decides whether the patient will recover or die. We seem to be built to imagine that we live, if not at the end of the world, then at least at the end of an era. We love to talk about the death of this and the fall of that, and to boast that we are there to witness it. We do like to feel special. ‘We always want a “conclusion”, an end, we always want to come, in our mental processes, to a decision, a finality, a full-stop,’ D. H. Lawrence wrote not long before his death in 1930. ‘This gives us a sense of satisfaction. All our mental consciousness is a movement onwards, a movement in stages, like our sentences, and every full-stop is a mile-stone that marks our “progress” and our arrival somewhere.’ The fact that this is an illusion, Lawrence thought, does not make it any less powerful. In this way we attempt to take the mess and mystery of the future, which has always been frightening because it is the ultimate unknown, and tidy it into a story.


It is hard to deny that we live in perilous times. As of January 2023, the hands of the Doomsday Clock, the symbolic timepiece maintained by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists since 1947, point for the first time to ninety seconds to midnight on account of the climate crisis, Covid-19, disruptive technologies, rising authoritarianism and the revenant menace of nuclear war arising from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Martin Rees, the UK’s Astronomer Royal, believes that the twenty-first century could be the one ‘where we as humans destroy ourselves’. But it should not diminish the importance of the problems that we face now to say that the anxieties of earlier generations felt no less profound. We are not inclined to appreciate the bad things that have not happened to us – the conflicts and famines avoided, the diseases prevented, the lives saved – nor to measure our anxieties against the ordeals of the past.


There have always been doomers. In 1974, the year I was born, the French president Valery Giscard D’Estaing declared, ‘The world is unhappy. It is unhappy because it does not know where it is going and because it senses that if it knew, it would discover that it was heading for disaster.’ One week in September 1965, the most popular song in America was Barry McGuire’s warning that we were on ‘the eve of destruction’. In 1945, H. G. Wells wrote in his final book, ‘this world is at the end of its tether. The end of everything we call life is close at hand and cannot be evaded.’ In 1919, the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga wrote that it was ‘bad form to praise the world and life openly. It was fashionable to see only its suffering and misery, to discover everywhere signs of decadence and of the near end – in short, to condemn the times or to despise them.’ He was ostensibly describing the late Middle Ages. In AD 250, Cyprian of Carthage asked, ‘Who cannot see that the world is already in its decline, and no longer has the strength and vigor of former times? There is no need to invoke Scripture authority to prove it. The world tells its own tale and in its general decadence bears adequate witness that it is approaching its end.’ You get the picture.


What is notable now is that apocalyptic angst has become a constant: all flow and no ebb. One might have assumed from the millions of words devoted to the end of the world during the 1990s that the noise about it would reach a millennial crescendo, but instead it has grown and grown. In 1989, Susan Sontag suggested that the title of Francis Ford Coppola’s movie Apocalypse Now was wishful thinking and what we are living with instead is ‘Apocalypse From Now On’. This must come to some degree from the fact that we absorb more news, which is to say bad news, than at any time in history. Speaking during the Second World War, long before twenty-four-hour news or the internet, the poet Wallace Stevens argued that the ‘pressure of reality’ overwhelms our sense of perspective: ‘It is not possible to look backward and to see that the same thing was true in the past. It is a question of pressure, and pressure is incalculable and eludes the historian.’ One can feel the pressure of reality in the frenzied overload of R.E.M.’s 1987 hit ‘It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And I Feel Fine)’ or the work of Don DeLillo. In DeLillo’s 1991 novel Mao II, the author Bill contends that the novel has been displaced as a source of truth and meaning by the news, which ‘provides an unremitting mood of catastrophe. This is where we find emotional experience not available elsewhere. We don’t need the novel . . . We don’t even need catastrophes, necessarily. We only need the reports and predictions and warnings.’ When Daphne’s fatuous husband Cameron (Theo James) damns the news as ‘an apocalyptic soap opera’ in The White Lotus, he has a point. In the online era, we have a baleful new word for this experience: doomscrolling. Social media gives the impression that things are worse than they are while at the same time making things worse than they need to be. More than ever, the surest way to be praised for speaking to the times is to say that the times are awful. It can seem almost unserious to believe that things are not getting irreversibly worse.


While writing my previous book, The Ministry of Truth: A Biography of George Orwell’s 1984, I investigated the expression of fear of the future in political dystopias. I came to feel that existential dread might be an equally useful way to explore the interaction between fiction, politics, science and the public mood. I wondered whether total immersion in visions of the end might also clarify my own thoughts about the world to come and force me to confront facts and emotions that I had been successfully avoiding. I figured that it might make me feel better in a funny way, gorging on unrealized nightmares, and that I would be in good company.


It is a resonant little phrase, the end of the world, which retains its dreadful power no matter how profligately it is used. In a secular sense, it denotes three varieties of very bad news: the total demolition of the planet itself, the extinction of the human race, and the collapse of civilization, which is to say the end of the world as we know it. Most stories are about the last of these – the post-apocalyptic – because, as the novelist Stephen King put it, ‘No survivors, no story, am I right?’ The Christian apocalypse, as outlined in the Book of Revelation, occupies a fourth category because it is not the end of the human experience. Its process of destruction, judgement and renewal means the end of history but not the end of the human experience; transcendence rather than annihilation; something for the righteous to look forward to.*


Let us be clear: the world will end. Between five and eight billion years from now, the Sun will run out of hydrogen, expand into a red giant two hundred times its present size and swallow the nearest planets, ours most likely included. Much sooner than that, perhaps a mere billion years into the future, the Sun will generate so much heat that the oceans will evaporate, the land will burn and Earth will become unsurvivably hot. In the meantime, there are existential threats that, while extremely improbable in the near term, have contributed to the five major mass extinctions that we know about. We could be struck by a large comet or asteroid, like the object that very probably eradicated 75 per cent of species, including all non-avian dinosaurs, 66 million years ago. Earth could be blasted with ozone-destroying rays by a nearby supernova, have its orbit disrupted by the close passage of another star, or even have a chance encounter with a black hole. The greatest terrestrial catastrophe would be the eruption of one or more climate-wrecking supervolcanoes, like the ones that may have caused the end-Triassic extinction event 201 million years ago. Then there are the potential catastrophes whose existence we are not yet aware of. In 1893, the French astronomer Camille Flammarion compared humanity to a man walking down a street lined with snipers: ‘our planet will be at a loss to choose among so many modes of death.’


Since Flammarion’s time, calculating the probability of these competing modes has spawned a lively industry of books about existential risk, at least four of which are called The End of the World. The most readable of these is a prize-winning 1930 book by Geoffrey Dennis, a former official for the League of Nations, from which I have borrowed the structure of seven distinct but overlapping parts. Around that time, the novelist Olaf Stapledon, the scientist J. B. S. Haldane and the philosopher C. E. M. Joad all swam in the same dark waters, but the striking thing about secular speculations about the end of the world before 1945 is that there was no significant chance of it happening in the writer’s lifetime. Dennis’s seven possibilities – comet, fire, water, drought, cold, crash and God – were either very unlikely or very distant, and none of them necessitated human agency. He did not consider a deadly virus, despite having lived through the Spanish flu pandemic. Nor the atomic bomb, which did not yet exist, although Stapledon, Joad and H. G. Wells all saw it coming. He didn’t mention another world war, although he had fought in one and worked to avert another. He foresaw no menace from technology, although he might have been aware of R.U.R., the Czech writer Karel Čapek’s 1920 play about an intelligent automaton called the robot. More understandably, Dennis did not register the consequences of carbon emissions from the burning of fossil fuels. Almost nobody in 1930 was thinking about that. For these writers, the end was most likely millions or billions of years away, and would be nobody’s fault.


This cheering timeframe collapsed into months, weeks, days on the morning of 16 July 1945, when J. Robert Oppenheimer’s team at Los Alamos National Laboratory detonated the world’s first atomic bomb in the New Mexico desert, and human ingenuity developed the capacity for auto-destruction. Never again could we imagine ourselves as blameless victims of the outrageous movements of the heavens. Geoffrey Dennis thought that the imminence promised in the Book of Revelation was our ancestors’ logical response to the precarity of life: ‘Man dreaded the end; therefore he believed it near, as he believed all his enemies near, and as usually they were: want and plague and tribal foes, none of them lurking far away.’ With the advent of the Bomb, the twentieth century suddenly re-encountered imminence on a global scale. As Susan Sontag wrote in her 1965 essay ‘The Imagination of Disaster’, ‘from now on to the end of human history, every person would spend his individual life under the threat not only of individual death, which is certain, but of something almost insupportable psychologically – collective incineration and extinction which could come at any time, virtually without warning.’ It was inevitable that the Bomb would require the longest section in this book by a considerable margin. For more than forty years, it was the world-changer, the mind-filler, the paramount fact. Not until the early twenty-first century, when climate change became first the climate crisis and then the climate emergency, did another single menace achieve such imperial primacy over the catastrophic imagination. The American psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton has described these two phenomena as ‘apocalyptic twins’.


Modern thinking on existential risk began in 1996 with yet another book called The End of the World, this one by the Canadian philosopher John Leslie. To the post-war menu of natural, cosmic and anthropogenic risks mentioned above, Leslie added new technological hazards such as genetic engineering, nanotechnology, massive computer failure and uncontrollable artificial intelligence (AI). ‘I myself give our species up to a 70 per cent probability of surviving the next five centuries,’ Leslie wrote. ‘If it did, then it could stand quite a good chance of colonizing its entire galaxy.’ The Swedish philosopher Nick Bostrom, founder of Oxford’s Future of Humanity Institute, and the Serbian astronomer Milan M. Čirković invited experts to put meat on the bones with their 2008 essay collection Global Catastrophic Risks. They defined a catastrophic risk as one that ‘might have the potential to inflict serious damage to human well-being on a global scale’ and an existential risk as ‘one that threatens to cause the extinction of Earth-originating intelligent life or to reduce its quality of life . . . permanently and drastically’. Like H. G. Wells a century earlier, Bostrom believes that it is possible to study the future as carefully as the past. ‘Traditionally, this topic domain has been occupied by cranks,’ he complained in 2015. ‘By popular media, by science fiction – or maybe by a retired physicist no longer able to do serious work . . . academics don’t want to be conflated with flaky, crackpot type of things.’ Nonetheless, the field is growing fast. In his 2020 book The Precipice: Existential Risk and the Future of Humanity, Toby Ord, an Australian philosopher who has worked with Bostrom at the Future of Humanity Institute, estimated the natural risk of an existential catastrophe within the next one hundred years (from impacts, supervolcanoes or stellar explosions) as one in ten thousand and the anthropogenic risk (from ‘nuclear war, climate change, other environmental damage, engineered pandemics and unaligned AI’) as one in six.*


Ord cited Leslie and Bostrom as forerunners of longtermism, a school of thought which he christened in 2017 along with another Oxford-based philosopher, William MacAskill. In his 2022 book What We Owe the Future, MacAskill describes longtermism as both common sense and a moral revolution: ‘Distance in time is like distance in space. People matter even if they live thousands of miles away. Likewise, they matter even if they live thousands of years hence.’ He calculates that if humanity were to survive for one million years at its current population size, then eighty trillion more people would be born. Introduce the prospect of transhumanism (tech-enabled evolution into a new species) and the settlement of other worlds and the number becomes so mind-bendingly large that the entirety of human history so far is merely the opening of an eyelid.


Longtermists are therefore obsessed with averting extinction, which is not just the extermination of everybody who is alive at the time but the cancellation of the legacy of everybody who has ever lived and the infinite potential of everybody not yet born. If the cause were to be anthropogenic then it would be the ultimate crime, omnicide, violating our collective obligation to preserve the past and future of the species. The end of history, of memory, of possibility, of any consciousness that could apprehend what those concepts meant, would be an eternal defeat. ‘To me, the only real immorality is that which endangers the species; and the only absolute evil, that which threatens its annihilation,’ said the film director Stanley Kubrick in 1968. Longtermists, whose ranks include Elon Musk and Martin Rees, argue that when the stakes are that high, minimizing even an extremely unlikely existential risk is of paramount importance, although they point out that projects such as pandemic preparedness will also serve us well in the near term. When there are so many things to worry about, however, nobody can agree what to prioritize. While no hazard seems to vanish entirely from the horizon of the world’s imagination, they do rise and fall. It takes effort to consider all of them simultaneously and place each one in context.


This book is not about existential risk but how we think about it and the stories we tell. Nor is it a history of religious eschatology, although that is the cultural backcloth, especially in countries with a tradition of Christianity. The more I read about competing fears of the end of the world, the more I understood the deathless appeal of Revelation’s single, God-given plot. In the literature of last things, fiction and non-fiction alike, there are simply too many options. In Robert Silverberg’s witty 1972 short story ‘When We Went to See the End of the World’, time tourists are able to witness the earth’s last gasp, but each one sees something different. ‘How come everybody gets to visit a different kind of end of the world?’ protests one character. ‘You’d think there’d be only one kind of end of the world. I mean, it ends, and this is how it ends, and there can’t be more than one way.’


‘From the deluge in the Babylonian zodiac myth of Gilgamesh to contemporary fantasies of twentieth-century super-science, there has clearly been no limit to our need to devise new means of destroying the world we inhabit,’ argued the novelist J. G. Ballard. ‘I would guess that from man’s first inkling of this planet as a single entity existing independently of himself came the determination to bring about its destruction.’ Secular eschatology, however, is relatively young. It is generally agreed to have begun in 1816, when Lord Byron killed the whole world in his poem ‘Darkness’, and then expanded into novels ten years later, when his friend Mary Shelley retained the planet but erased almost all of the human race in The Last Man. The genre has certainly made up for lost time. The corpus of end-of-the-world stories is immense and ever-growing. In the past decade or so, we have seen dramas (Melancholia), horrors (It Comes at Night), war movies (World War Z), comedies (This is the End) and satires (Don’t Look Up); sitcoms (The Last Man on Earth), animations (The Mitchells vs. the Machines) and songs (Phoebe Bridgers’ ‘I Know the End’); TV shows based on comic books (The Walking Dead), computer games (The Last of Us) and bestselling novels (Station Eleven). These stories are increasingly pessimistic: the comet hits, the zombies reign, the planet burns. Anyone who attempted to represent them all, let alone the work of scientists, philosophers and theologians, would end up with a catalogue rather than a book. I have chosen to focus on examples that reveal something important about the enterprise, and about the times in which they were created. There is simply no end of ends.


Most obviously, these stories turn fear into entertainment. Through movies which make the unthinkable enjoyable, wrote Susan Sontag in her 1965 essay, ‘one can participate in the fantasy of living through one’s own death and more, the death of cities and the destruction of humanity itself.’ Contemplating annihilation can certainly be a valuable means of reckoning with death, loss, abandonment and a capricious universe, but one can also detect the rumbling of a bad conscience – a dark suspicion that the end might be richly deserved. Usually, a writer will pass some kind of judgement on the world that is in peril. It is not hard to tell the optimists from the pessimists, the activists from the nihilists and the humanists from the misanthropes. Sometimes there is an explicit craving for the end, because the world is exhausting and insoluble. In the character of Justine in Lars von Trier’s movie Melancholia, or the novels of Kurt Vonnegut, or Morrissey crying, ‘Come, Armageddon!’ on ‘Everyday is Like Sunday’, we find a vivid desire for it all to be over. Multiple impulses can coexist in the same story because, when the subject is humanity itself, it is reasonable to be ambivalent. These are the questions that make the genre fizz: Do we expect the end of the world? Do we deserve it? Do we secretly long for it? What would we miss and what would we love to banish to oblivion?


End-of-the-world stories create a feedback loop between fiction and reality. In thinking about such fresh horrors as 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, AIDS or Covid-19, people have frequently turned to books and movies to show them that what seems unimaginable has in fact been imagined in some form. Real-life catastrophes trigger our collective memory bank of plots and images and cry out for new ones. In turn, characters cite those real events to make sense of their fictional tribulations. Often, we find that people in these stories know the same stories as we do. ‘Rose had read books, Rose had seen movies, Rose knew how this story would end,’ writes Rumaan Alam in his 2020 novel Leave the World Behind. Stories can influence the thinking of politicians and scientists, too. H. G. Wells conceived the atomic bomb three decades before the Manhattan Project built one, Arthur C. Clarke’s novels inspired asteroid detection programmes, and the imaginary AIs HAL (in 2001: A Space Odyssey) and Skynet (in the Terminator series) have informed conversations about the jeopardy of real AI. Movies even played a role in Ronald Reagan’s nuclear diplomacy.


Writers of fictional doomsdays all reveal what they love or hate about the world as it is, and what they fear. Such stories are like ice-core data for dating the life cycle of existential concerns. On one level, then, this is a history of fear: the trauma following awful things that have happened and the dread of terminally awful things that could have happened but haven’t yet. As Stephen King has observed, ‘It may be that nothing in the world is so hard to comprehend as a terror whose time has come and gone.’


Activists are storytellers, too, and their strategic deployment of catastrophic narratives invariably meets resistance. My fears are valid and urgent; your fears are hysterical delusions. The anti-apocalypticists claim that fears of nuclear war, Y2K meltdown, multiple 9/11s, a swine flu pandemic and a shredded ozone layer did not materialize, and that those fears were wasted energy. They refer to Chicken Little and crying wolf. The apocalypticists counter that the wolf is often at the door – fear inspired the actions that averted those catastrophes, and will be needed again if we are to stave off others. But fear itself can be dangerous. It can galvanize but it can also paralyse or derange. Secular eschatology is the history of deciding what to worry about, and what to do about it.


Many friends asked me if submerging myself in this subject for two years was depressing. On the contrary, I found that it relieved the ‘pressure of reality’ and the narcissism of the present. The signal fact about the end of the world is that it has not happened yet, despite numerous predictions. In Emily St John Mandel’s 2014 pandemic novel Station Eleven, an actress who has been studying art history remarks that ‘you see catastrophe after catastrophe, terrible things, all these moments when everyone must have thought the world was ending, but all those moments, they were all temporary. It always passes.’ Of course, in that novel it doesn’t pass and almost everybody dies. The world is too full of nasty surprises for us to be complacent. But still, the unrealized fears of the past can be a comfort because the conviction that one is living in the worst of times is evergreen. For Kurt Vonnegut, one of literature’s most dedicated pessimists, the only way to manage dread of the future was to remember that the past was no picnic. ‘Yes, this planet is a terrible mess,’ he wrote. ‘But it has always been a mess. There have never been any “Good Old Days,” there have just been days.’
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HURRY UP PLEASE IT’S TIME


T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land (1922)


The end of the world, as an idea, seems to have begun in Persia. Most ancient religions believed that the history of the world was a cycle, moving from creation to corruption to destruction to rebirth: the ‘Great Year’. The ancients’ shared experience of natural disasters inspired parallel myths of flood and fire while their shared unhappiness with the state of things led them to believe that they were living in the worst phase, which would precede the best: the Age of Iron in Greek mythology, or the Kali Yuga in Hinduism. The Zoroastrians of ancient Persia, however, taught that time moved like an arrow, not a wheel. They told a linear story with a beginning, a middle and an end, segmented into four phases of three thousand years, leading to a final conflict in which good would vanquish evil, renovate the universe, reunite the righteous with the deity and render the world smooth and perfect for ever. One might call the Frashokereti, or ‘making wonderful’, the original end of history. The origins of this myth are unknown, as is the process by which it influenced end-times myths in other cultures, but Judaism also came to embrace a linear view of history in a way that Norman Cohn, the great scholar of eschatology, has argued could not have been coincidental. Cohn described it as ‘a totally new perception of time and of the prospects for mankind’.


Like the Zoroastrians, the Bible claims that the world was once perfect and that it will be perfect again but that, in the meantime, everything is broken. The whole of human history is a problem that needs fixing. Only six chapters into Genesis, a mere ten generations into life on earth, God has a change of heart about his corrupt and violent creation and commits mass murder in a version of the Mesopotamian flood myth: the Deluge.* ‘Every thing that is in the earth shall die,’ God declares, except for Noah and the population of his ark. When the waters have subsided, God promises never to do it again, or at least not in the same way: ‘The waters shall no more become a flood to destroy all flesh.’ Although the Deluge is not an apocalypse, it has been referenced over and over again in apocalyptic fiction as a myth of violent purging and renewal – what the poet Frederick Turner diagnosed as our ‘nightmare lust for cleanliness’. The word cataclysm derives from the Greek for deluge, kataklusmos. It is worth noting that, on its own terms, the Deluge was a failed experiment: humanity was not fixed.


Before it became a synonym for the end of the world in the nineteenth century, apocalypse described a genre rather than an event; it was a form of storytelling. From apokalypsis, the Greek word for revelation or disclosure, an apocalypse is a book in which a supernatural intermediary gives a pseudonymous prophet secret knowledge of the end times. Monsters, angels and occult phenomena abound. Proto-apocalyptic passages appeared in the writings of Jewish prophets around the time of the Babylonian exile in the sixth century BC, including the Books of Ezekiel, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Zechariah, designed to offer reassurance in a time of suffering and defeat, but the full-blown apocalypse was a renegade, underground genre which rarely won the approval of religious authorities. Of more than a dozen Jewish apocalypses, only the Book of Daniel made it into the Biblical canon. The rabbis may have regretted giving even Daniel the green light because it radically rewrote Jewish notions of prophecy and the afterlife, providing a gateway to Revelation.


Although the unknown authors of Daniel located their prophecies during the period of the Babylonian exile, the book was actually written around 164 BC, during the reign of the Syrio-Greek Seleucid emperor known as Antiochus Epiphanes (Antiochus, God Manifest) – or, to his detractors, Antiochus Epimanes (Antiochus the Madman). Antiochus made Jewish rites and traditions, from circumcision to possession of the Torah, capital offences and erected a statue of Zeus in the Temple in Jerusalem. Motivated by apprehension about a rebellion, these insults guaranteed one. Jewish fighters led by Judas Maccabeus recaptured the city, rededicated the Temple and declared an independent Jewish state, a victory commemorated in the festival of Hanukkah. Conceived as rousing propaganda, Daniel was a series of unusually entertaining and dramatic visions. Most of Daniel’s ‘prophecies’ are allegorical retellings of historical events leading up to the reign of Antiochus before moving on to describe the ‘latter days’ when, after the time of tribulation and the final conflict, all the dead will be resurrected for the Last Judgement. Daniel made Babylon coterminous with decadence and downfall.


D. H. Lawrence observed in his posthumously published 1931 book Apocalypse that in order to tell a story of final, irreversible victory to an audience that craved solace, the Jewish revelators ‘needed to know the end as well as the beginning’. And it had to be imminent. But when exactly? Daniel himself is twice told by an angel that the end will come after ‘a time, two times, and half a time’. This was interpreted as three-and-a-half years, meaning forty-two months, which works out as 1,260 years, according to the Biblical tradition of reading days as years. But other numbers are also significant, and all of them had to be reconciled with the belief that the world would last for six thousand years, represented by the six days of creation. The flexibility about which number you use, and which date you start counting from, has inspired more than two thousand years of attempts to draw up a timetable for the end of the world.


Apocalypses flourished under the Roman occupation of Judea after 63 BC. Jesus emerged during a period when the province teemed with mystics, preachers, radicals, would-be messiahs and apocalyptic sects, of which Christianity was to prove the most successful. Jesus cites Daniel in the so-called ‘Little Apocalypse’ of the Gospels, when he tells his disciples that wars, earthquakes and famines shall herald the ‘tribulation’, followed by the return of the ‘Son of Man’ for the ‘day of judgement’, and that ‘this generation shall not pass, till all these things be done.’ This combination of violence and imminence is the scaffolding John of Patmos built upon in the Book of Revelation.


By far the most important text about the end of the world is either the authentic word of God, a masterpiece of propaganda or, as the Founding Father Thomas Jefferson put it, ‘merely the ravings of a maniac’. For our purposes, it is a story. There is simply no escaping Revelation’s inexhaustible stockpile of scenarios, characters, images, phrases and ciphers: the battle of Armageddon, the four horsemen, the seven seals, Alpha and Omega, the Whore of Babylon, Antichrist, the number 666 and the reinvention of Satan as the supreme villain. Revelation has given us such works as Hieronymus Bosch’s The Last Judgement, William Blake’s ‘Jerusalem’, Julia Ward Howe’s ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’, Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal, Ralph Vaughan Williams’s Sancta Civitas, and, less enduringly, the Arnold Schwarzenegger movie End of Days.


Revelation supplies the Bible with a narrative arc and gives humanity’s story a theatrical finale. The historian Perry Miller has described John’s vision as ‘not only the last, but also the finest show on earth, because it would be the perfect combination of aesthetic and moral spectacle’. Even more than the pageantry of violence or the dualism of good and evil, this is the fundamental appeal of eschatology to this day: it rescues believers from the endless mess of history by weaving past, present and future into a coherent, satisfying whole with an author, a message and an ending. In eschatology, everything that happens, whether good or bad, acquires significance because the reader belongs to the lucky generation that will finally experience closure.


Revelation owes its place in the canon to the assumption that John of Patmos was John the Apostle but the style, content and timing of the book suggest that he was someone else entirely. He was most likely a Jewish convert who grew up in Judea, speaking Aramaic, and became an itinerant prophet wandering from town to town in Asia Minor during the reign of the emperor Domitian, crowd-testing the material that would be written down towards the end of the first century AD. While it is true that apocalypses were often a compensatory fantasy for the persecuted, Domitian was a relatively tolerant ruler; mainstream Christians were able to prosper under Roman rule. The angry, alienated John of Patmos was not one of them. His burning hatred for Rome was matched by his contempt for ‘lukewarm’ Christians who made accommodations with the regime, especially merchants, not to mention rival prophets, women and sexual activity of any kind. John craved conflict and martyrdom but had to settle for a histrionic fantasy of power and revenge in which the elect get eternal paradise and everyone else gets what’s coming to them. While the Christ of the Gospels talked of forgiveness, humility and loving one’s enemies, John’s Christ is a ruthless warrior-king with eyes of fire and a robe dipped in blood. D. H. Lawrence perceived Revelation as ‘the hidden side of Christianity’ which excites the ‘pseudo-humble’ with bloody apparitions of vengeance and vindication. He believed that John’s hatred of Babylon was a righteous mask for envy: he wanted to destroy what he could not have. ‘The second half of the Apocalypse is flamboyant hate and a simple lust, lust is the only word, for the end of the world.’ It is telling that mystical combat takes up twenty chapters while eternal bliss requires only two and the glorious Millennium is skipped over all together. Revelation has imprinted the horror and disaster genres because it is horror and disaster, paving the road to eternity with blood, fire, plagues and monsters. The impression one gets from Revelation is that John didn’t really like human beings at all.


As St Augustine admitted in The City of God, Revelation is a very confusing book: ‘No doubt, though this book is called the Apocalypse, there are in it many obscure passages to exercise the mind of the reader, and there are few passages so plain as to assist us in the interpretation of the others, even though we take pains; and this difficulty is increased by the repetition of the same things, in forms so different, that the things referred to seem to be different, although in fact they are only differently stated.’ The Irish writer George Bernard Shaw described it, more pungently, as ‘a curious record of the visions of a drug addict’. John’s visions are so hallucinatory and cryptic that any detailed account of the plot inevitably dissolves into incoherence. Its story of persecution, revenge and salvation is reiterative rather than sequential; almost musical in its patterning of rhymes and motifs. When somebody misremembers the title as Revelations, they are inadvertently indicating the multiplicity of the text itself, and the numerous translations, interpretations and embellishments that make it what it is today. Still, it is worth summarizing the raw material.


After some throat-clearing chapters in which John addresses the seven churches of Asia Minor, the Lamb opens the seven seals on God’s book and commences the seven-year Tribulation. The first four seals unleash the horsemen (conquest, war, famine and death), the fifth resurrects the martyrs, and the sixth initiates the ‘great day of his wrath’: ‘Lo, there was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became as blood; And the stars of heaven fell unto the earth.’ The seventh seal summons forth seven angels with trumpets, who introduce a further torrent of mayhem which destroys one-third of the world. At this point, a seven-headed beast rises out of the sea, joined by a second, two-horned beast better known as Antichrist: the first beast’s ‘false prophet’ and propagandist. These are not to be confused with their commander, Satan, a red dragon who is forced down to earth after a war in heaven. Christ returns (the Second Coming, or Parousia) to do battle with Satan at Armageddon. Along the way, we meet the ‘woman clothed with the sun’, the 144,000 white-robed virgins, the sickles that reap the grapes of wrath, the Whore of Babylon, the falling star Wormwood and ‘locusts’ with the bodies of horses, the faces of men, the teeth of lions and the tails of scorpions. There’s a lot going on.


Although the battle of Armageddon is often equated with the end of the world, in Revelation these are two distinct events separated by one thousand years. After the battle, the two beasts are thrown into the lake of fire and Satan is chained in the bottomless pit (abyss comes from abussos, the Greek for bottomless) while Christ and his saints reign on earth for one thousand years: the Millennium. But Satan is not finished. The Millennium abruptly concludes when he returns with his thuggish new allies Gog and Magog for one last doomed battle. Off to the lake of fire he goes, along with Death and Hell. With evil banished for ever, everyone who has ever lived is resurrected and judged on their deeds: doom comes from the Old English for judgement. Those sinners whose names do not appear in the ‘book of life’ are cast into the lake of fire while the righteous enter ‘a new heaven and a new earth’, where the streets are paved with gold, and history comes to an end. The ambiguity as to whether this means the actual abolition of Earth or just its transformation has kept believers busy ever since, but either way the story concludes: ‘There should be time no longer.’


Revelation is manic with numerology – not just 1,260 and three-and-a-half from the Book of Daniel but 666 and sevens, sevens, sevens. From a strictly historical perspective, at least, much of John’s code is not hard to crack: Babylon is Rome, the seven heads of the Beast are Rome’s seven hills, the mark of the Beast is Roman coinage, and the Beast itself is probably the emperor Nero. Writing about his own time, not the distant future, John did not expect that the world would be around long enough to attract generations of readers who would identify Antichrist as Muhammad, or George III, or Napoleon, or Mussolini, or Reagan, or no end of popes, and perceive 666 in barcodes and credit-card numbers. Nor would he have appreciated these improvisations. ‘If any man shall add unto these things,’ he warns, ‘God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book.’ Had he been able to foresee his enduring influence, he might well have considered it evidence of devastating failure: the world had failed to end.


If John of Patmos had not been mistaken for John the Apostle, then his bloodthirsty, psychedelic visions might have been excluded from the canon along with the lurid Apocalypses of Peter, Paul and Thomas. In the West during the second century AD, Revelation was cited more often than any other book in the Bible, making John’s militarized Christ more popular than the humble peacemaker of the Gospels, although the bishops of the eastern churches resisted it for centuries.


Characters and motifs from Revelation began to blaze through European art towards the end of the fourth century, when Christianity became the Roman Empire’s official religion, but the victorious church realized that it might inspire dissent against Rome’s new rulers. In the early fifth century, Augustine proposed a way to take the heat out of it. At one time a believer in the ‘carnal’ truth of Revelation, he had come around to a spiritual interpretation: the story was an allegory from beginning to end and all prophecies of the last day could be disregarded as the ‘ridiculous fantasies’ of those who were ‘called by the spiritual Chiliasts, which we may literally reproduce by the name Millenarians’, words which derive respectively from the Greek and Latin words for thousand. Augustine opposed reading natural phenomena as signs of the times, uncoupled the Beast from Rome and claimed that the Millennium was in fact the current reign of the church. The world would indeed be ‘burned and renewed’ someday, he agreed, but nobody could claim to know when. As Jesus says in Mark 13, ‘But of that day and that hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels, which are in heaven, neither the Son, but the Father.’ Augustine drolly advised Christians to ‘relax your fingers, and give them a little rest’.


Adopted by the church at the Council of Ephesus in 431, Augustine’s sober wait-and-see reading could not entirely extinguish the flame of chiliasm but it did diminish it for several centuries. Although nineteenth-century writers such as Camille Flammarion and H. G. Wells routinely referred to the apocalyptic terror that preceded the year 1000, there is scant evidence that this actually occurred. The Biblical Millennium is not pegged to the historical millennium and Augustine’s interpretation still held sway. What’s more, even in Europe most people didn’t use the Christian calendar, so they didn’t even know it was the year 1000. While there are scattered accounts of millenarian activity around 1000 and 1033, the thousandth anniversary of the crucifixion and resurrection, it was far from being a widespread frenzy.


Expectations of Christ’s physical return lay dormant until the late twelfth century, when the Italian monk Joachim of Fiore used innovative numerology to snatch Revelation back into the here and now: the end would begin ‘in your own days, few and evil’. Dividing history into three ages based on the Trinity, he predicted that the third, the utopian Age of the Holy Spirit, would dawn around 1260 after the brief reign of Antichrist. The critic Frank Kermode credited him as ‘the man responsible for converting the original insights into schemes capable of directing the imagination of the future’. Some of the most powerful people in Europe, including England’s King Richard I, sought Joachim’s advice. In Italy, the year 1260 saw the kind of genuine millenarian delirium that 1000 had not, giving rise to a violent doomsday cult named the Apostolic Brethren. ‘Antichrist’ became a standard term of abuse in medieval politics, hurled back and forth between popes and kings. Joachim was a reformer rather than a revolutionary but he opened the floodgates for more subversive readings of Revelation. Not content with poring over every line, some prophets embroidered John’s story with exciting new concepts and characters. The oracles of the Tiburtine Sibyl, for example, introduced the Last World Emperor who would reign over the last days, inspiring speculation across Europe as to his identity. The Germans thought he would be a descendant of Frederick II; the French looked forward to a second Charlemagne.


Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in the 1440s enabled the proliferation of not just apocalyptic pamphlets but picture-book versions of John’s prophecies. Artists such as Hieronymus Bosch, Albrecht Dürer and Matthias Gerung dipped their pens in the foaming ink of Revelation. Most millenarians were quietists who withdrew from society to wait peacefully for the great day, but political unrest inspired what Norman Cohn described, in his pioneering 1957 study The Pursuit of the Millennium, as ‘revolutionary millenarianism’, from the Flagellants who massacred Jewish communities across Europe during the Black Death to the Taborites, whose attempt to build a utopian community in 1420s Bohemia descended into bloody schisms and purges. In the 1490s, the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola declared war against the modern world in thrilling sermons which promised that Florence would become Christ’s own city, provided it was purged of vice. Under his de facto command, Florence became a millenarian compound for three years before he was arrested, hanged and burned in 1498.


Leading Protestant reformers were chary of Revelation. John Calvin omitted it from his commentaries on the New Testament while Martin Luther held the book in ‘small esteem’ because ‘Christ is neither taught in it nor recognised’, although he came to appreciate its political utility as anti-papal propaganda. Revolutionary millenarian movements, however, believed in using violence to bring about the complete overthrow of the existing order and the birth of a new and perfect society. They attracted the alienated and powerless in times of upheaval with charismatic leaders who claimed privileged access to esoteric knowledge. One such man was Thomas Müntzer, the mesmerizing lunatic who led the Peasants’ Revolt in Thuringia in 1525. ‘The time of the harvest has come!’ he wrote. ‘That is why he himself has hired me for his harvest. I have sharpened my sickle . . .’ Müntzer was sympathetic to a radical new group of Protestant reformers called the Anabaptists. Their swelling ranks produced a demagogic playwright and tailor who presided over the most notorious chiliastic uprising of them all: Jan Bockelson, or John of Leiden.


In February 1534, Anabaptists led by a gaunt Dutch baker-turned-prophet named Jan Matthys seized control of the Westphalian town of Münster and transformed it into a fanatical theocracy, expelling thousands of Catholics and Lutherans and consigning every book except the Bible to bonfires in the town square. The Anabaptists claimed that all the world was doomed except for Münster, the New Zion. When the expelled bishop, Franz von Waldeck, organized an army to lay siege to the town, killing Matthys, Bockelson became a messianic dictator whose reign of terror extended the death sentence to infractions such as avarice, lying, insubordination and idle conversation. Come the autumn, he was proclaimed the new David, king of the world. Although the Anabaptists abolished private property, King Jan himself enjoyed fine robes and jewellery, as did his inner circle and his sixteen teenage wives. He installed a throne, draped with gold cloth, in the town square, where he personally beheaded followers who had defied or displeased him. Many more of his nine thousand citizens, most of them women and children, starved to death during the siege, having been reduced to eating moss, chalk and corpses, before Münster finally fell to von Waldeck’s forces in June 1535. In January 1536, the man that Luther dismissively called ‘the Tailor-King’ was tortured to death with red-hot irons and his body hung in an iron cage from a church steeple as a warning to would-be prophets.


Never before or since Münster has Revelation directly inspired such a murderous nightmare, but Hitler, Stalin, Mao and Robespierre staged their own gigantic secular equivalents in their pursuit of a secular Millennium. In 1936, four hundred years after Bockelson met his unprophesied end, the German author Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen was reading accounts of Münster as research for Bockelson: History of a Mass Delusion, a historical novel which functioned as an anti-Nazi allegory. ‘I am shaken,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘In every respect, down to the most ridiculous details, that was a forerunner of what we are now enduring . . . Hitler and his sycophants face the same inevitable end as Bockelson.’ Norman Cohn later traced his own interest in millenarianism to his work in the Intelligence Corps in post-war Europe, where he interrogated former officers of the so-called Thousand-Year Reich or Third Reich (phrases with Joachimite roots) and encountered refugees from Stalinism. Cohn argued that ‘the tradition of apocalyptic fanaticism . . . – secularised and revivified – was inherited by Lenin and by Hitler.’


Each regime constructed a grand, pseudo-religious chronology of destruction and renovation and attempted to force reality to conform to it at gunpoint. Totalitarianism demanded apocalyptic myths of a golden past, an accursed present and a glorious future. Whenever the violence of the elect is purported to purify the world and give birth to a new society, the mythic logic of Revelation is at play and the alleged incarnations of evil, be they the Jews or the bourgeoisie, must be annihilated as surely as the non-believers of Münster.


In March 1647, a Puritan preacher named William Sedgwick made the ruinous mistake of prophesying the final day a mere fortnight in advance. For the rest of his life, he was mockingly known as Doomsday Sedgwick. Never mind that Jesus explicitly forbade date-setting; a more pressing deterrent was the fact that if somebody chose a date within their own lifetime and the end didn’t arrive, then they looked rather foolish. But there is so much irresistible numerology in the Bible that the practice persists to this day. Individual dates can be disconfirmed without the whole story being discredited. The most widely accepted calculation for almost two hundred years was published by James Ussher, the Anglican archbishop of Ireland, in 1650. Accepting that the conventional date for Jesus’s birth was an error because Herod was now believed to have died in 4 BC, Ussher counted back four thousand years from there and determined that time began at nightfall on Saturday, 22 October 4004 BC, the Deluge began on Sunday, 7 December 2349 BC, and the Millennium would occur on 23 October 1996. While intrepidly precise, this was at the time a safe distance away.


Doomsday prophecies had been gathering momentum in Reformation England for decades. Among those who identified the pope with Antichrist were the poets John Milton, John Donne and Edmund Spenser, the influential millenarian scholar Joseph Mede, the mathematician John Napier, and King James I. The pope complained that James ‘called him Antichrist at every word’ when they dined together. By 1640, the Puritans had turned their fire on the English clergy and the monarchy. Among numerous competing prophecies, the years 1656 (the number of years before the Deluge) and 1666 (the number of the Beast, kind of) exerted the strongest magnetic pull. Millenarianism did not cause the English Civil Wars but it certainly animated many Puritans. ‘It is difficult to exaggerate the extent and strength of millenarian expectations among ordinary people,’ wrote the historian Christopher Hill.


After Charles I’s defeat by Oliver Cromwell, England swarmed with would-be messiahs and prophetic texts. The Ranter prophet John Robins proclaimed himself a divine being and announced a plan to recruit 144,000 saints to liberate the Holy Land. A group of fanatics called the Fifth Monarchy Men (a reference to the kingdom of God in the Book of Daniel) even attained influence in parliament, provoking concerns about an English Münster, before Cromwell stamped them down. ‘You fix the name of antichristian upon anything,’ he scolded their leader, John Rogers. The Fifth Monarchists believed that the execution of Charles I would initiate the Kingdom of the Saints and lead to the Second Coming in 1666, although by the time that year arrived their leaders had been executed. Cromwell, too, was dead, King Charles II had reclaimed his throne and millenarianism had been discredited. ‘Take heed of computation,’ the Puritan theologian John Owen advised in 1680. ‘How woefully and wretchedly have we been mistaken by this!’


Even as millennial prophecy was waning in England, tarred with extremism, regicide and failure, it was waxing in the New World. America and apocalypse had been intertwined since the first Europeans landed there. ‘God made me the messenger of the new heaven and the new earth of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John . . . and he showed me the spot where to find it,’ wrote the Revelation-obsessed Christopher Columbus in 1500. America was to the Pilgrim settlers what Florence had been to Savonarola: God’s chosen place. In 1662, a clergyman named Michael Wigglesworth published the colonies’ first ever bestseller, an epic poem called The Day of Doom: or, A Poetical Description of the Great and Last Judgment. ‘For a century it was read in every household in New England,’ according to the historian Perry Miller.


Cotton Mather, the leading Puritan who delivered Wigglesworth’s eulogy, declared that Christ would build the New Jerusalem in America after the cleansing fire, but America’s creation myth electrified even Enlightenment rationalists. ‘We have it in our power to begin the world over again,’ Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense. ‘A situation, similar to the present, hath not happened since the days of Noah until now. The birthday of a new world is at hand . . .’ The apocalypse has always been the rocket fuel of religious revivalism in America. Jonathan Edwards, the Massachusetts preacher who ignited the First Great Awakening in the 1730s, wrote an exegesis called Notes on the Apocalypse, arguing that Antichrist’s rule would end in 1866. Revelation was also the cornerstone of the Second Great Awakening, the revival that swept through New England seventy years later and produced the most famous humiliation in the history of date-setting.


In 1832, a farmer and Baptist lay preacher from New York State named William Miller published his calculation that the Second Coming would occur in ‘about 1843’. Miller applied the standard year–day transposition to the 2,300 days prophesied in Daniel 8:14 and set the clock running in 457 BC, with the Persian king’s decree to rebuild Jerusalem. ‘Finding all the signs of the times and the present condition of the world, to compare harmoniously with the prophetic descriptions of the last days, I was compelled to believe that this world had about reached the limits of the period allotted for its continuance,’ he wrote. Readers were intrigued. Miller preached throughout New England, accumulating a healthy following, before settling in the area of western New York that came to be known as the ‘Burned-over District’ due to its susceptibility to the fire of religious enthusiasm. The popular philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson marvelled at New England’s array of ‘madmen, madwomen, men with beards, Dunkers, Muggletonians, Come-Outers, Groaners, Agrarians, Seventh-Day Baptists, Quakers, Abolitionists, Calvinists, Unitarians and Philosophers’. After newspapers such as Signs of the Times and The Midnight Cry began spreading the word, the ranks of Millerites swelled to around fifty thousand. Nor was this merely an eccentric fringe. The depression that followed the Panic of 1837 made Americans unusually pessimistic. According to the historian Whitney R. Cross, ‘the whole of American Protestantism came so very close to the same beliefs . . . All Protestants expected some grand event about 1843, and no critic from the orthodox side took any serious issue on basic principles with Miller’s calculations.’


Under pressure from his growing fanbase to be more precise, Miller said that he was using the Jewish rather than the Christian calendar, so the date would be somewhere between 21 March 1843 and 21 March 1844. The appearance of the Great Comet of 1843 in February appeared promising but the Second Coming did not come. One of Miller’s followers, Samuel S. Snow, ran the numbers again and came up with 22 October 1844; Miller went along with it. ‘If [Christ] does not come within 20 or 25 days,’ Miller said when the fateful month arrived, ‘I shall feel twice the disappointment I did this spring.’ More than a century later, this refusal to admit defeat partially inspired the social psychologist Leon Festinger to originate the concept of cognitive dissonance. Many Millerites quit their jobs, abandoned their businesses and sold all their worldly possessions. One put up a sign: ‘This shop is closed in honor of the King of Kings who will appear about the 20th of October. Get ready, friends, to crown him Lord of all.’ On the day that became known as the Great Disappointment, recalled one broken Millerite, ‘Our fondest hopes and expectations were blasted, and such a spirit of weeping came over us as I never experienced before. It seemed that the loss of all earthly friends could have been no comparison. We wept and wept till the day dawn.’


Widely reported and ridiculed, the Great Disappointment discouraged date-setting for decades to come and made Miller a byword for folly: the American Doomsday Sedgwick. But one newspaper correctly predicted that ‘the follies of 1843 . . . will continue to be so long as professing Christians retain in their faith all the elements of this fatal delusion . . . The gullibility of the people remains, though the predictions and computations of Miller have all failed.’ Many Christians believed that John of Patmos’s story held up; it just needed more astute readers. A teenage Millerite called Ellen Harmon went on to found the Seventh-Day Adventists in 1863. End-time prophecies were also central to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (the Mormons) and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose founder, Charles Taze Russell, claimed that the Second Coming had begun, invisibly, in 1874 and that the kingdom of God would commence on 1 October 1914. But the person who did the most to reinvent apocalyptic Christianity in America was not even American.


Beginning in 1859, the Anglo-Irish preacher John Nelson Darby toured the US several times to promote dispensationalism, a new creed which popularized (though did not invent) two concepts that could be found nowhere in Revelation. One was the Rapture. In John of Patmos’s account, the righteous and unrighteous alike will suffer the Tribulation before they are separated. Drawing on a single line from I Thessalonians 4:17, Darby offered Christians the far more appealing prospect of being whisked up to heaven just before the Tribulation and viewing the carnage from a safe distance. ‘We Christians are sheltered from the approaching storm,’ he promised. His second innovative claim was that the Second Coming could not occur until the Jewish people had returned to the Holy Land. This cemented the strange phenomenon of Christian Zionism, in which anti-Semitism can go hand in hand with staunch support for the state of Israel, the future site of Armageddon.


Thanks to the endorsement of the influential Bible publishers Dwight L. Moody and Cyrus R. Scofield, Darby’s innovations became integral to the apocalyptic narrative of fundamentalism after the American Civil War, inspiring hundreds of prophecy books. Millennialism was not confined to white people. Nat Turner’s doomed slave uprising in 1831 was spurred by Turner’s experience of an apocalyptic vision during a solar eclipse. A Native American variant developed in 1889 when an influential Northern Paiute spiritual leader named Wovoka claimed to have experienced a vision in which God told him that a ritual five-day dance would abolish evil in the western United States and bring about a golden age of peace and prosperity. When his prophecy was adopted by the Lakota people, the ritual became known as the Ghost Dance. Across the world, as indigenous peoples were forcibly exposed to Christian teachings, some groups improvised their own eschatological belief systems: among them the Pai Mārire of New Zealand, the followers of the Xhosa prophet Makana in southern Africa, the Rastafarians in Jamaica and the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in China, which commanded at its peak nearly thirty million people.


During the nineteenth century, American Christianity bifurcated in regard to the Millennium. Literal-minded premillennialists, like William Miller, believed that they were already living in the end times and that things needed to get worse so that Christ could return, defeat Antichrist and commence the Millennium. Allegorically minded postmillennialists, like the Social Gospel movement, thought that Jesus wouldn’t return until Christians had established the reign of the saints on earth, and therefore dedicated themselves to improving the world. (Amillennialists, in the tradition of St Augustine, believed that the Millennium had already begun. There weren’t so many of them.) The schism was essentially a disagreement about whether earthly progress was possible. While many postmillennialists joined the movement to abolish slavery (imagery from Revelation courses through both Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’), Cyrus Scofield argued that the Millennium would not be achieved via ‘blessedness and peace, but in sudden and awful ruin’. Over time, optimistic reformers tended to lose interest in the Millennium altogether while pessimistic revolutionaries became the vanguard of American Christianity, raining fire on such improving schemes as the New Deal and the League of Nations. One British convert, the former suffragette Christabel Pankhurst, dismissed her celebrated feminist activism as ‘the childish, nay foolish dreams of a human-made Utopia’. Pankhurst went looking for ‘signs of the times’, but there is always enough misery and mayhem in the world to support a claim that it is the end of days, if that is what you wish to see. Quoting Christ’s prophecy that ‘there shall be famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places,’ the seismologist Charles Francis Richter once quipped, ‘Assuredly, no safer forecast was ever made.’


As the historian Richard Hofstadter argued in his 1965 essay ‘The Paranoid Style in American Politics’, Revelation is in the lifeblood of American conspiracy theories. Embodying a distinctly American blend of exceptionalist optimism and violent paranoia, Cotton Mather waxed lyrical about his country’s glorious destiny while fomenting hysteria about the dark forces of witchcraft. Neurosis about the enemy within entered the Republic as early as the anti-Masonic panic of the 1790s. In fact, one could read Revelation as the original conspiracy theory, in which secret knowledge is revealed to the righteous few who are wise enough to decipher it and the forces of good finally defeat the villainous cartel that is responsible for all the evil in the world. Hofstadter quoted Norman Cohn’s diagnosis of the psychology of millenarian sects as an early example of the paranoid style, with features such as ‘the megalomaniac view of oneself as the Elect, wholly good, abominably persecuted yet assured of ultimate triumph’ and ‘the attribution of gigantic and demonic powers to the adversary’.


Hofstadter concluded that paranoia was latent in a significant minority of the American public and was brought to the surface by ‘catastrophe or the fear of catastrophe’. Imminence demands action. ‘Whatever we do, it must be done quickly,’ wrote Harriet Beecher Stowe’s father Lyman Beecher in 1835, railing against Catholic immigrants. ‘Time is running out,’ warned Robert Welch, founder of the anti-communist John Birch Society, in 1951. Unified by the perceived division between Us and Them, the pure and the impure, the drowned and the saved, and by an obsession with patterns and codes, conspiracy theories and premillennialism feed on one another. They share an enthusiasm for wild and intricate claims, supported by eccentric ‘experts’ and a cavalier method of documentation. They are united by a disgust for international entities, from banks and corporations to the United Nations and the European Union. The most notorious anti-Semitic text, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, was originally published as the final chapter of a Russian book about Antichrist, while the book that revived fascination with Illuminati-based conspiracy theories in the 1990s was New World Order by the evangelist Pat Robertson. Most recently, QAnon was essentially an apocalyptic cult, with a pseudonymous prophet foretelling a storm (endlessly deferred) which would wipe out the evildoers.


Despite his paranoid prejudices against Freemasons and Catholics, the peaceful, collegiate William Miller was no cult leader; the absence of violence meant that the Great Disappointment could resolve into comedy as far as everyone else was concerned. But entrepreneurial apocalyptic sects such as Charles Manson’s Family, Jim Jones’s People’s Temple, Luc Jouret’s Order of the Solar Temple and David Koresh’s Branch Davidians (a splinter of a splinter of a splinter of the Seventh-Day Adventists) all climaxed in bloodshed one way or another: the Münsters of our time. The Book of Revelation remains dangerous.


Apocalyptic myths of the end of the world, violent transformations and decisive clashes between good and evil are not unique to the Judeo-Christian tradition. Islamic eschatology, which animates groups such as Islamic State, awaits the messianic figure known as the Mahdi. In the Norse myth of Ragnarök (the Doom of the gods), the three-year Fimbulwinter unleashes a throng of evil monsters who battle the gods to the death; without the gods’ protection, the Sun turns black and the seas rise, swallowing humanity. Both of these myths, however, emerged a long time after the Christian apocalypse; it is the Bible that supplies the primordial tales that surface over and over again in the art, literature, cinema and television of the West, even though most of the writers deploying them don’t believe in the literal truth of the Bible.


During the nineteenth century, the Christian apocalypse broke away from the world of art and ideas. Even as new religions were built around it, intellectuals reviled doomsday prophecies and regarded artists who chose to portray the actual end of the world as unserious, if not unwell. In science, meanwhile, the victory of Darwinism rejected any kind of belief in world-changing catastrophes. In the twentieth century, apocalyptic scenarios became a mainstay of popular entertainment but millennialists have produced no great art that resonates with the general public. Hal Lindsey’s pseudo-hipster rereading of Revelation in The Late Great Planet Earth may have been the non-fiction juggernaut of the 1970s, and the Left Behind series of Rapture-based thrillers written by the premillennialists Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins may have sold tens of millions of copies since 1995, but genuine belief in Revelation is for the most part anathema to mainstream storytelling. When the science fiction writer Walter M. Miller Jr auditioned hundreds of stories about nuclear holocaust for a 1985 anthology called Beyond Armageddon, he was surprised to find that not a single one involved Tribulation and Rapture: ‘Evidently, Fundamentalists don’t write fantasy or science fiction, and might shrink from the suggestion that Saint John was writing it in Revelations [sic].’


In popular fiction, those who declaim verses from Revelation are invariably portrayed as crackpots or fanatics: either the street-corner kook with a sandwich board proclaiming ‘The End of the World is Nigh!’ or the murderous tyrant in the tradition of Jan Bockelson. At best they are impotent. In 1984, as apocalyptic prophecy enjoyed a boom not seen since the Second Great Awakening of the early 1800s, a poll found that 39 per cent of Americans believed that the Bible contained references to nuclear war, yet in The Day After, a phenomenally popular 1983 TV movie about such an event, a priest reads from Revelation in a shaky, tearful voice as stupefied worshippers drift away from his roofless church. The promises of John of Patmos crumble in the face of the Bomb.


Secular writers are more typically drawn to the modernist apocalypses of T. S. Eliot and W. B. Yeats. Frank Kermode called Eliot ‘a poet of apocalypse, of the last days and the renovation, the destruction of the earthly city as a chastisement of human presumption’. Like his earlier masterpiece The Waste Land, with its ruined landscape of ‘stony rubbish’ and ‘broken images’, Eliot’s 1925 poem ‘The Hollow Men’ replaced climactic celestial drama with the dying fall of what he saw as a corrupt, devitalized culture peopled by the walking dead. ‘This is the way the world ends,’ it famously concludes. ‘Not with a bang but a whimper.’ ‘The Hollow Men’ acquires quasi-Biblical authority in Apocalypse Now, On the Beach and the work of Nick Bostrom, who divides existential risks into ‘bangs’, ‘whimpers’, ‘crashes’ and ‘shrieks’.


Yeats, meanwhile, reimagined Revelation in his 1920 poem ‘The Second Coming’. While he has his own signs of the times (‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold’) and oracular visions (‘Surely some revelation is at hand’), what is coming next time is not Christ but his opposite: ‘And what rough beast, its hour come round at last / Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?’ Yeats constructed an elaborate, world-explaining ‘System’ in which history moves in cycles of two thousand years: ‘day & night, night & day for ever.’ For him, the age of Christ was coming to an end and a new era, antithetical to progress and reason, was poised to begin. Like John of Patmos, he had one foot in the turmoil of his present – the aftermath of the First World War, the Russian Revolution, the dawning of war between Ireland and England – and one in the realm of monstrous, cryptic visions. Rather overlooked at the time, ‘The Second Coming’ has since become perhaps the most plundered poem of the twentieth century, used to great effect by writers as diverse as Joan Didion, Chinua Achebe, Alex Garland, Neil Gaiman, Joni Mitchell and Stephen King. Clearly there is an insatiable appetite for alternatives to Revelation which express the same belief that the final crisis is upon us. Things fall apart over and over again, yet the Beast never quite reaches Bethlehem.


‘Changed by our special pressures, subdued by our scepticism, the paradigms of apocalypse continue to lie under our ways of making sense of the world,’ wrote Frank Kermode. Born of one man’s anger, alienation and desperation to mean something, Revelation speaks to a much more fundamental psychological need. On the most mundane level, we ritualize destruction and rebirth every New Year’s Eve: the old year, a decrepit failure, is swept away and the new one, glowing with hope and resolve, is ushered in. To many, the turn of a century or a millennium is freighted with preposterous expectations of change.


If apocalyptic art is eternally indebted to Biblical blueprints, then so too is the language of existential risk, with its confusion of warnings, speculations and prophecies. As we shall see from the experience of activist scientists and writers who have invoked the end of the world, to be dubbed a ‘prophet of doom’ is usually both unhelpful and unfair. Somebody who predicts a catastrophe in the hope of averting it is not a doomsday prophet, at least not in the premillennialist sense. Prophylactic predictions are really jeremiads, designed to inspire conversion and action through a sense of crisis, rather than apocalypses, in which catastrophe cannot and should not be averted. As the philosopher C. E. M. Joad wrote in 1930, ‘I conceive it to be the duty of a writer about the future to be as pessimistic as possible. By this method he may hope to irritate his readers sufficiently to provoke them to make the efforts necessary to prove his predictions false.’


Even so, there are undeniable religious echoes in many temporal prophecies: the world is in a terrible state thanks to the sins of humankind and time is running out in which to choose between salvation and damnation. Even if the end of the world is not expected in our lifetime, we are the ones who must take action to prevent it. The thought-patterns of the Deluge and the apocalypse figure in many scientific and political debates whether or not the combatants are aware of them. As the sociologist James J. Hughes argued in a 2008 essay, ‘We may aspire to a purely technocratic analysis . . . but few will be immune to millennial biases, positive or negative, fatalistic or messianic.’


The Christian apocalypse is still with us, then, in a range of disguises, but it began to lose its monopoly over the concept of the end of the world more than two hundred years ago. In literature, this process began with two landmark visions written by two close friends. By eschewing Armageddon, the Millennium, the Last Judgement and God himself, Lord Byron and Mary Shelley made it possible to say that the end really was the end.













[image: Start of image description, A still from the 1964 post-apocalyptic science fiction film, The Last Man on Earth. The scene features the actor Vincent Price playing Doctor Robert Morgan as he walks down a wide flight of stone steps. He steps carefully around the corpses of plague victims. The film is based on the 1954 novel, I Am Legend, by Richard Matheson., end of image description]
   















CHAPTER 1


Darkness


Morn came and went – and
came, and brought no day . . .


Lord Byron, ‘Darkness’ (1816)


The end of the world was scheduled for 18 July 1816, at least according to an anonymous astronomer from Bologna who claimed that the Sun was dying. In mocking the man it later called the ‘mad Italian prophet’, The Times of London unwittingly became his chief promoter. ‘We mentioned this prophecy only to show the absurdity of it,’ the paper protested on 13 July, ‘but instead of this old women have taken the alarm: the premonition is now a general subject of conversation.’


During what became known as ‘the year without a summer’, the weather was conducive to an apocalyptic frame of mind. Europe had slouched out of a punishingly cold, wet spring into an even worse summer. Rivers and lakes burst their banks; newly planted crops drowned; churches teemed with parishioners praying for an end to the rain. Bad weather, like war, can be a great unifier. Across the breadth of England, it was a national preoccupation. In Chawton, Hampshire, an ailing Jane Austen worked on her sixth novel, Persuasion, as the rain battered the window panes. ‘It is really too bad, & has been for a long time,’ she wrote to her nephew, ‘much worse than anybody can bear, & I begin to think it will never be fine again.’ In north London, Samuel Taylor Coleridge bemoaned the impossibility of exercise due to ‘this end of the World Weather’. During a sketching tour of Yorkshire, J. M. W. Turner complained to a friend that he had been forced to postpone a trip to Italy: ‘Rain, Rain, Rain, day after day. Italy deluged, Switzerland a wash-pot, Neufchatel, Bienne and Morat Lakes all in one.’ In all of Europe, Switzerland caught the worst. Lake Geneva, rain-swollen, rose by almost two metres, making parts of the city navigable only by boat and inundating surrounding farmland so that the lake’s surface was dotted with tree trunks and the bloated bodies of drowned livestock. On the shores of the lake was the village of Cologny; on the upper slopes of that village stood an eighteenth-century mansion called Villa Diodati. Its tenant that summer was Lord Byron.


The twenty-eight-year-old peer was England’s most outrageous celebrity. As notorious for his libido as he was celebrated for his epic poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Byron had been driven abroad by the bitter breakdown of his marriage and scandalous rumours of an affair with his half-sister. He fled the country in April in extravagant fashion, travelling to Switzerland along with his personal physician John Polidori, a temperamental young man with envious literary ambitions, in a replica of Napoleon’s carriage, and visiting the battlefield of Waterloo en route. Some joked that there were more English people in Switzerland that summer than there were Swiss, and Byron arrived to find some of the very same people that he had left England to avoid. ‘Gossips made my stay a nightmare,’ he later griped.


One of those English visitors was eighteen-year-old Claire Clairmont: a ‘foolish girl,’ Byron summarized, who had ‘scrambled eight hundred miles to unphilosophize me’. Secretly pregnant with his child after a lightning fling in London, Clairmont was travelling with her formidably intelligent stepsister Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, also eighteen; Mary’s unworldly, idealistic lover Percy Bysshe Shelley, twenty-three; and their baby son William. Mary was the precociously brilliant offspring of two of the great thinkers of the time, William Godwin and the late Mary Wollstonecraft, but she had already forged her own path by eloping with the married Percy two years earlier, enraging both her father and his. Plagued by debt, they too were seeking refuge from a hostile England. Eager to rekindle her affair with Byron, Clairmont orchestrated a meeting between him and the Shelleys in May, thus facilitating one of the most productive, and complicated, friendships in the history of literature.* ‘Lord Byron is an exceedingly interesting person,’ Shelley wrote to his friend Thomas Love Peacock, ‘& as such, is it not to be regretted that he is a slave to the vilest & most vulgar prejudices, & as mad as the winds?’


The Shelleys rented Maison Chapuis, a small house separated from Villa Diodati by a sloping vineyard, and Byron moved into the villa a few days later. They spent most of their evenings at Diodati when the weather made it impossible to sail on the lake or stroll beside it. ‘An almost perpetual rain confines us principally to the house,’ Mary wrote in a letter on 1 June. The thunderstorms were like nothing she had ever seen: ‘The lake was lit up, the pines on Jura made visible, and all the scene illuminated for an instant, when a pitchy blackness succeeded, and the thunder came in frightful bursts over our heads amid the darkness.’


Stuck in Diodati on one particularly wretched night in the middle of June, the group passed the time by discussing science and philosophy and reading German ghost stories in the grand salon, with its roaring fire and balcony overlooking the lake. ‘We will each write a ghost story,’ Byron declared. He dropped his own supernatural experiment after a few pages, leaving Polidori to pick it up and eventually turn it into The Vampyre, which transformed the bloodsucker of European folklore into an archetype that was aristocratic, seductive, restless, Byronic. But Byron did complete a poem called ‘Darkness’, a radically godless vision of the end of the world. Mary, an as yet unpublished writer, took the challenge more seriously. Inspired by a dream, she began concocting a tale of ‘a pale student of unhallowed arts’ from Geneva who uses electricity to create a ‘hideous phantasm of a man’ from pieces of the dead: Frankenstein.


In addition to the rain, there appeared to be something wrong with the Sun. For several hours a day, a dark patch was visible on the Sun’s surface, which many observers assumed was the cause of the disastrous weather. ‘Many . . . dreamt of spots noticed in the sun, which impede its beneficial powers forever, thus heralding the chilling and sinking of the earth,’ wrote Joseph von Hazzi, a Bavarian official. ‘Others even saw a stripe resembling a scythe as proof that this scythe would soon cut down and destroy the human race like blades of grass. Prophets rose up on all sides to proclaim that the end of the world was nigh.’ A Neapolitan priest called Cavillo set the final day for 27 June. It was to rain fire for four hours ‘and those who escaped the fire were to be devoured by serpents’. A French newspaper attempted to counter this ‘superstitious anxiety excited at present among the vulgar’ with an insistence that such spots were perfectly normal. ‘Generally speaking, the physical state of our little world is more stable and steady than its moral state,’ it huffed. The satirist William Hone parodied the wild theories in his poem ‘Napoleon and the Spots on the Sun, or The Regent’s Waltz’, which proposed that Napoleon had avenged his defeat at Waterloo the previous year by invading the Sun.


Still, divinations continued to trigger outbreaks of end-times hysteria across Europe. The trumpeters of a cavalry regiment unwittingly caused a commotion one stormy night in Ghent, Belgium, when a large number of residents mistook the noise for the seventh and final trumpet in Revelation and poured into the streets, falling to their knees with ‘cries, groans, tears [and] lamentations’. A girl in Bath, England, woke her fretful aunt with the cry, ‘Aunt, Aunt, the World’s at an end!’ and shocked her into a coma. An eminent Parisian woman passed away ‘in consequence of the terror she experienced from the prediction of the end of the world’. The Austrian imperial authorities had to dispatch troops to suppress unrest in several towns. ‘We know not whether the Italian mountebanks, who in the course of their erratic lectures circulated this report, had not some deeper view than merely exciting a momentary tumult,’ frowned The Times.


What nobody knew – neither the poets nor the journalists nor the scientists, and certainly not the prophets – was why any of this was happening.


The volcano Mount Tambora lies on the Sanggar peninsula on the island of Sumbawa in the Flores Sea, to the east of Java. It had long been presumed extinct but the islanders had noticed an ominous cloud over the summit and a rumbling in the earth preceding the evening of 5 April 1815, when the mountain suddenly began firing clouds of volcanic ash 30 kilometres into the sky. For the next few days, the Sun was dimmed by a humid fog and a soft rain of black ash fell on the surrounding islands. Five days later, Tambora erupted with a force one hundred times greater than that of Vesuvius in AD 79. It remains the largest volcanic eruption in recorded history, outdoing that of the more famous Krakatoa in 1883. One-third of the mountain was obliterated, shooting columns of burning lava high into the sky and raining down molten rock. In eyewitness reports collected by Thomas Stamford Raffles, the lieutenant-governor of the Dutch East Indies, the rajah of Sanggar attested that ‘the whole mountain . . . appeared like a body of liquid fire’ until it was blacked out by a rapidly expanding mushroom cloud of ash, 40 kilometres high.


Natural disasters can feel like apocalypses for those who are unlucky enough to be at their heart. In 1894, Camille Flammarion invited his readers to ‘imagine the state of mind of the inhabitants of Herculaneum and Pompeii when the eruption of Vesuvius buried them in showers of ashes! Was not this for them the end of the world? And more recently, were not those who witnessed the eruption of Krakatoa of the same opinion?’ Tambora immediately spelled the end for around ten thousand of its immediate neighbours. To the volcano’s west, the villages of Tomboro and Pekáté were incinerated by pyroclastic flows of molten rock and burning gas. To the east, volcanic matter poured into the sea, triggering new explosions and shrouding the Sanggar peninsula in a hellish microclimate of steam and ash. As described by Lieutenant Owen Phillips, a naval officer sent by Raffles to deliver emergency supplies of rice and collect testimonies, ‘A violent whirlwind ensued . . . tearing up by the roots the largest trees and carrying them into the air, together with men, horses, cattle, and whatever else came within its influence.’ Hard on its heels, a tsunami flooded the lowlands. Birds were struck from the sky and dead fish belched up by the boiling sea. Over the following weeks, tens of thousands of Sumbawans perished from drinking contaminated water, eating poisoned food or inhaling ash, while a similar number fled to neighbouring islands, unable to scratch out a living from levelled forests and flooded rice fields. To this day, Sumbawans call it ‘the time of the ash rain’.


The eruption could be heard as far as 2,600 kilometres away in Sumatra and Borneo. Within a 500-kilometre radius of Tambora, the detonations caused houses to shake as ash smothered the ground, 20 centimetres thick, and blotted out the Sun until noon on 12 April. The commander of the Benares, an East India Company ship north of Makassar, recorded that the darkness was ‘so profound throughout the remainder of the day, that I never saw anything to equal it in the darkest night’. The volcano projected tens of millions of tonnes of sulphur dioxide into the stratosphere, where it mingled with hydroxide gas to create 100 million tonnes of sulphuric acid. Too high to form rainclouds, the acid droplets coalesced into an aerosol cloud which steadily encircled the world, plunging it into three years of climate change.


During the cool, rainy summer following the Battle of Waterloo, Europe experienced spectacular sunsets, blazing red, orange and purple. Come winter, dust-tainted snow was the colour of brick in Italy and flesh in Hungary. By the spring of 1816, Tambora was wreaking climatic havoc on both sides of the North Atlantic as the global average temperature fell by around 0.7 degrees Celsius. It was the inhabitants of New England, where Boston went from heatwave to snowfall inside of three days in June, who coined the phrase ‘the year without a summer’ and the more demotic ‘Eighteen Hundred and Froze to Death’. As for the face of the Sun, that, too, was a side effect of Tambora. Although 1816 fell in the middle of a forty-year period of unusually low sunspot activity called the Dalton Minimum, the sulphur dioxide in the air scattered sunlight and created a haze which made sunspots visible for several hours a day, even without eye protection.


Not until 1913 did the meteorologist William Jackson Humphreys suggest a connection between Tambora and the year without a summer, and the process was not understood in detail until the 1980s. Few people in Europe in 1816 knew that Mount Tambora even existed (The Times had mentioned the ‘Tomboro’ eruption just once) and those who did could not have imagined that a distant volcano could cause the rain to fall, the sky to dim and the harvests to fail. In the absence of scientific explanations, fear and superstition filled the void. Why would a significant number of people not have been persuaded that the world was coming to an end?


Wary of the potential of doomsday sects to inspire unrest, the authorities quickly detained any soothsayer who opened his mouth, including the astronomer from Bologna. A seer in the Oise region of France, The Times drily noted, ‘did not, however, foresee what almost immediately took place – his own arrest and confinement’. The press covered prophecies with a mixture of amusement, exasperation and contempt, diagnosing the panic as a disease of the lower orders. The London Chronicle scorned those who believed in such ‘outrageous fooleries’: ‘The multitude are more ignorant and credulous than in the most barbarous times.’ But The Examiner did at least wonder why such wild claims were proving so popular, suggesting that doomsday fever was ‘not unconnected with political circumstances, and the naturally wondering spirit to which the events of the time have given rise’ – an analysis that could apply to every apocalyptic panic before or since.


The context was febrile. Europe was slowly recovering from the Napoleonic Wars, struggling to accommodate the transition to a peacetime economy and the mass unemployment caused by demobilization. For farmers, trying to replant fields that had been pillaged by Napoleon’s armies, endless rain meant drowned crops. This, in turn led to rocketing bread prices, food riots and what would prove to be Europe’s worst famine of the century. In Paris, a pamphlet called Détails sur la fin du monde sold briskly prior to 18 July. The Paris correspondent of The British Lady’s Magazine suggested that anxiety was more widespread than sensible people would care to admit: ‘Alarm and consternation pervade all ranks; even those who affect to laugh at the prediction evidently feel its influence . . . all await the event with patient horror, though ashamed of openly avowing it . . . they are afraid of being laughed at if the event does not come to pass.’ Of course, it did not come to pass. On ‘the day the world was to be at an end’, as Byron’s friend John Cam Hobhouse sardonically registered it in his diary, the rain actually stopped and gifted England a rare sunny afternoon. Still, there was palpable unease in the streets. Future US president John Quincy Adams, then his country’s ambassador to London, noted that the ‘churches and chapels have been unusually crowded.’


In Cologny that month, the temperature was four degrees lower than usual. Byron later claimed to have written ‘Darkness’ on ‘a celebrated dark day, on which the fowls went to roost at noon, and the candles were lighted as at midnight’, yet there are no other reports of this remarkable phenomenon. While it is tempting to believe that secular fiction about the end of the world was a direct response to the disorienting experience of temporary climate change, it is more than possible that Byron was using a fanciful exaggeration to justify his impulse to compose something extraordinarily new: a vision of the end which did not include God.


Consider the trembling world in which Byron and the Shelleys had grown up. The eighteenth century had been an education in the end of things. The excavations of Herculaneum and Pompeii, beginning in 1738 and 1748 respectively, bred a popular fascination with the ruins of great civilizations. The Germans called this Ruinenlust. ‘We see . . . that Empires, however firmly founded, and that cities, however embellished, are like man, subject to mortality, and liable to dissolution,’ reflected the translator of the first book about the excavations. ‘This thought naturally humbles the mind in the dust, and we learn to know our own insignificance, the vanity of our pretensions, and the futility of all earthly glories.’ The affluent English who embarked on the Grand Tour of Europe were particularly entranced by the remnants of the Roman Empire while the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, which destroyed 85 per cent of the city, brought the reality of catastrophe to Enlightenment Europe. The wreckage of what the historian Mike Davis has called ‘the Hiroshima of the Age of Reason’ became a new template for the final days. ‘Thou also perish,’ the English clergyman George Hoare told his congregation. ‘Behold me smoking! Remember and REPENT. This is the short but very full sermon that Lisbon in ruins preaches to London in sin.’


Largely on account of the French Revolution, the 1790s was the first time that the end of a century had been widely associated with turbulence, transformation and relentless acceleration, which is to say apocalypse. ‘Old things seemed passing away, and nothing was dreamt of but the regeneration of the human race,’ recalled the radical poet Robert Southey. In Britain, the industrial revolution was in full swing and the population was booming, leading Thomas Malthus to write his infamously gloomy Essay on the Principle of Population. Despite England’s general suspicion of apocalyptic prophets, two influential figures arose in London: Joanna Southcott, who sold paper ‘seals’ purporting to guarantee purchasers a seat among the 144,000 elect, and Richard Brothers, self-proclaimed ‘Prince of the Hebrews’, who warned that the city would fall like Babylon on 4 June 1795. Joseph Priestley, the chemist who discovered oxygen, believed that the revolutions in France and America heralded the Millennium. ‘The present moment teems with these anticipations of futurity, beyond the example of every former period,’ one Calvinist complained in 1796.


Science, meanwhile, was posing multiple challenges to religion. A century earlier, scholars had agonized over how to align science with scripture. In The Sacred Theory of the Earth, published in two parts during the 1680s, the theologian Thomas Burnet had described the planet he inhabited as the ‘hideous ruin’ that the Deluge had left behind. At the same time as he was revolutionizing our understanding of the universe, Isaac Newton was also a fiend for Revelation. ‘I seem to gather that God is opening these mysteries,’ he wrote. ‘The last age is now approaching.’ Newton worked on his exegesis for more than fifty years, regularly coming up with new dates for the Millennium, but kept it secret outside of a small circle of fellow enthusiasts to avoid controversy, so his Observations Upon the Prophecies of Daniel, and the Apocalypse of St. John was published only after his death in 1727. The French satirist Voltaire quipped that Newton squandered all that time on Revelation ‘to console mankind for the great superiority he had over them in other respects’.


Towards the end of the eighteenth century, however, the French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, and the Scottish geologist James Hutton independently proposed that Earth was much older than the Biblical span of six thousand years (the current estimate is 4.55 billion) and set scripture aside. ‘We find no vestige of a beginning, – no prospect of an end,’ Hutton wrote in 1788. Then came the notion that entire species had risen and fallen in that abyss of time. The astronomer Edmond Halley, Isaac Newton’s contemporary, had speculated on extinction a century earlier, but many people still found it hard to believe. Pondering the discovery of giant, elephantine bones in the Ohio River valley, the US Founding Father and fossil-collector Thomas Jefferson refused to accept that such magnificent beasts were not still out there somewhere, roaming the wilds of America. ‘Such is the economy of nature,’ he wrote in 1781, ‘that no instance can be produced of her having permitted any one race of her animals to become extinct.’ Georges Cuvier, a brilliant young teacher at the Museum of Natural History in Paris, was convinced that Jefferson was wrong. In a 1796 lecture, he claimed that the creature was not a kind of elephant at all but belonged to a species that had vanished off the face of the earth. He began building a collection of fossils and giving them names: the beast of Ohio was (in English) a mastodon; a flying reptile whose remains were discovered in Bavaria was a pterodactyl. ‘But what was this primitive earth?’ he asked. ‘And what revolution was able to wipe it out?’


Cuvier claimed that the creatures he had studied had been eradicated by ‘some kind of catastrophe’. As he discovered more fossils, he became convinced that there had been more than one mass extinction and proposed a theory of cyclical destruction. Cuvier argued that fossilized evidence of different species in different strata indicated that the planet had experienced a series of violent upheavals, each revolution exterminating the dominant species and making way for the next. ‘Life on earth has often been disturbed by terrible events,’ he wrote. ‘Living organisms without number have been the victims of these catastrophes.’ His theory of ‘catastrophism’ popularized the concept of extinction and raised the prospect of more to come. From the Greek word for overturning, and originally applied to the denouement of a tragedy, a catastrophe is far grander than a disaster: it upends the world. The French novelist Honoré de Balzac later called Cuvier ‘the greatest poet of our century’, whose history of catastrophe was ‘a sort of retrograde Apocalypse’.


It was an era when scientists wrote poetry, poets followed science, and it was fashionable to be interested in everything. Byron later summarized catastrophism in Don Juan: ‘When this world shall be former, underground, / Thrown topsy-turvy, twisted, crisped, and curled, / Baked, fired, or burnt, turned inside out, or drowned, / Like all the worlds before . . . So Cuvier says.’ Byron and Shelley had also read Buffon, whose 1778 book Des époques de la nature argued that Earth had been forged by a comet’s fiery collision with the Sun, had been cooling down ever since, and would finally become a ball of ice, although he did allow that it was not beyond the wit of man to ‘modify the influence of the climate he inhabits’. Though Buffon was somewhat wide of the mark, his climate pessimism seemed credible during a cold, wet summer in the Alps. A trip with Mary and Claire to the advancing glaciers of Chamonix in July 1816 inspired Shelley, in a letter to Thomas Love Peacock, to mention ‘Buffon’s sublime but gloomy theory – that this globe which we inhabit will, at some future period, be changed into a mass of frost.’ In his poem ‘Mont Blanc’, written in Chamonix, the Mer de Glace resembles a ‘city of death’: ‘The race / Of man flies far in dread; his work and dwelling / Vanish, like smoke before the tempest’s stream.’


Following the failure of the Bologna prophecy, an anonymous writer for The New Monthly Magazine wrote a sobering essay called ‘Of the End of the World’, which asked the reader to reconsider the end in scientific terms: ‘Because the world was not destroyed on the 18th of July, we imagine that it will never be at an end, and laugh as if we had never been afraid . . . Only have patience, gentlemen – it will come I promise you.’ The writer laid out a range of ‘rational’ possibilities, from Buffon’s theory of a refrigerated earth to fire, flood and comets. Though his tone was flippant, his message was serious: ‘I have thus given the end of the world with variations, so that amateurs may take their choice; but I hope I have said quite enough to stop the mouths of all who may be disposed to make light of so serious a subject.’


Meanwhile in Cologny, Byron was writing ‘Darkness’. Unlike Shelley, Byron was not an atheist but the Calvinist faith in which he had been raised had certainly loosened its grip. ‘I will have nothing to do with your immortality; we are miserable enough in this life, without the absurdity of speculating upon another,’ he wrote to his friend Francis Hodgson in 1811. In ‘Darkness’, Byron took apocalyptic images from Jeremiah, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Matthew and Revelation and emptied them of God, leaving a spectacle of total destruction. It was as simple as erasing a figure from a landscape painting:


I had a dream, which was not all a dream.


The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars


Did wander darkling in the eternal space,


Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth


Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;


Morn came and went – and came, and brought no day,


And men forgot their passions in the dread


Of this their desolation; and all hearts


Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light


The poem’s true horror is not the sudden extinguishing of the Sun, Moon and stars but the snuffing out of light and warmth in the human heart under extreme duress. At first, terrified people lay waste to the world, burning cities and forests, palaces and huts, in order to conjure a fleeting glow. Some weep, some rage, some smile out of either cynical resignation or madness. They go to war over what food remains: ‘no love was left.’ The only creature to show any fellow-feeling is a faithful dog who chooses to guard his master’s corpse rather than eat it. The last two survivors, bitter enemies, meet in the ashes of a temple, where they are literally scared to death by the sight of each other’s hunger-hollowed faces. Byron’s steady drumbeat of adjectives of absence – rayless, pathless, moonless, useless, stingless, tombless – reaches an annihilating crescendo as Earth becomes ‘Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless – / A lump of death.’ Finally, the seas, winds and clouds die, too: ‘Darkness had no need / Of aid from them – She was the Universe.’


Even sympathetic critics found Byron’s poem shockingly extreme. ‘The very conception is terrible above all conception of known calamity – and is too oppressive to the imagination, to be contemplated with pleasure, even in the faint reflection of poetry,’ remarked Francis Jeffrey in The Edinburgh Review. For all its horrors, Revelation has a beautifully consoling conclusion: ‘And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.’ ‘Darkness’, by contrast, has neither a deity nor a plan. For Byron, the end of the world was not a prelude to eternal glory, or anything at all, but the ultimate negation.


The Shelleys left Switzerland for London at the end of August because they had run out of money and Claire Clairmont’s pregnancy was unignorably visible. (Byron waspishly remarked that she had ‘returned to England to assist in peopling that desolate island’.) They returned to a country in a ‘very disastrous state’, according to The Times. The chilly streets of London teemed with beggars – an early sign of the human calamity unfolding across Europe. In Germany, 1817 became known as the ‘year of the beggar’. In Switzerland, the death rate exceeded the birth rate, partly because some desperate parents murdered the babies that they could not feed. Throughout the continent, famine killed tens of thousands, giving rise to riots, pogroms, political unrest and mass emigration. Thomas Stamford Raffles, chronicler of the Tambora eruption, was travelling through Europe during the summer of 1817 and described the ghost towns of eastern France in his diary: ‘We could not but notice the almost total absence of life and activity . . . There was an air of gloom and desertion pervading them.’


Authorities in central Europe feared an epidemic of millenarian sects with the potential for violence. A German Pietist named Johann Michael Hahn told his followers that ‘the disorders of the elements’ were due to the unleashing of Satan upon the earth, while followers of the novelist and mystic Baroness Julie de Krüdener believed that she was ‘the woman clothed in the sun’ foretold in Revelation. Her closeness to the Russian tsar, Alexander I, had given her unusual political influence and she drew huge crowds to her sermons by distributing soup and blankets to the desperate, many of whom were moved to tears by her prophecies. ‘The Rhine rots with corpses,’ de Krüdener wrote in January 1817. ‘Misery is rampant . . . The time is approaching when the Lord of Lords will reassume the reins. He himself will feed his flock.’


In Austria, a priest named Thomas Pöschl led a millenarian sect which had taken over the village of Ampflwang am Hausruckwald. Three years earlier, he had predicted that 1817 would be the year that he would enter Jerusalem as the new Christ but now he claimed that the world would end on 30 March: Palm Sunday. On the eve of the great day, the Pöschlianers burned all their possessions on a pyre, progressed to human sacrifice, and then beat to death the only family in the village who did not believe that the end was nigh. Pöschl and dozens of his fellow ringleaders were subsequently arrested, tried and found insane. ‘A dozen times in a century,’ snapped The Times, ‘these miserable predictions are repeated, which, though always falsified, always find dupes; and this will be the same for some thousand years to come, because there will always be prophets and fools.’


The Shelleys’ homecoming in the autumn of 1816 was marked by a double tragedy. On 9 October Mary Shelley’s half-sister Fanny Imlay took her own life by drinking half a bottle of laudanum. Then, in December, Shelley’s estranged wife Harriet drowned herself in the icy Serpentine River while pregnant by another man. (Suicide being a crime in England, both deaths were officially recorded as accidents.) Mary and Percy were able to marry at last.


Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus was published anonymously to great acclaim in January 1818 – the same month as ‘Ozymandias’, Percy Shelley’s own take on hubris and nemesis. The novel’s genesis in the rains and glaciers of Switzerland is obvious: the creature is first glimpsed during a thunderstorm in Geneva, encountered again on the Mer de Glace and last seen at the then-uncharted North Pole – ‘borne away by the waves, and lost in darkness and distance’. Thomas Love Peacock wrote that Frankenstein ‘seems to be universally read’ in London, but nobody could have predicted the length and breadth of its cultural reach. The historian David Skal has claimed that ‘the real creation myth of modern times is not Darwin, not Genesis; it is Frankenstein.’ While the novel itself is rich with ideas and nuances, the 1931 movie version crunched it down into one crude paradigm: the mad scientist who plays God and creates a monster. This new Faust became such a cliché in stories of scientific pride and disaster that D. F. Jones made a joke of it in Colossus, his 1966 novel about a renegade supercomputer. ‘Frankenstein should be banned reading for scientists,’ says one character. ‘I’d be more inclined to make it compulsory reading for non-scientists,’ counters his boss.


In March 1818, the Shelleys left England again with their two children and settled in Italy. In September, their baby daughter Clara died of dysentery in Venice; nine months later, three-year-old William succumbed to malaria in Rome. Only Percy Florence, named after the city of his birth in November 1819, survived to adulthood. Grief and depression corroded the Shelleys’ marriage. As Mary wrote to her friend Marianne Hunt, wife of the critic Leigh Hunt, ‘We went from England comparatively prosperous and happy – I should return broken hearted and miserable – I never know one moment’s ease from the wretchedness and despair that possess me . . .’


Then the former storytellers of Villa Diodati began to die. First to go was John Polidori, on 24 August 1821. The coroner recorded death by natural causes although the evidence suggested that Polidori, plagued by debt and depression, had taken cyanide. On 8 July 1822, while Mary Shelley was convalescing from a near-fatal miscarriage, Percy’s boat capsized in a storm off the coast of Tuscany; his ruined corpse was washed up on the beach ten days later. Byron was fighting alongside Greek revolutionaries against the Ottoman Empire when he fell ill and died in Missolonghi on 19 April 1824. Claire Clairmont survived to the age of eighty, but of the writers who told each other ghost stories by the lake during that ‘wet, ungenial summer’, Mary was the last one standing.


A few weeks after Percy’s death, Mary sent family friend Maria Gisborne the first of several extravagantly dismal letters about ‘my disastrous life’: ‘And so here I am! I continue to exist – to see one day succeed the other; to dread night, but more to dread morning & hail another cheerless day.’ She was convinced that she wouldn’t be far behind her husband because she simply could not imagine a future that wasn’t dominated by death. ‘Suffering is my Alpha and Omega,’ she wrote in her journal. Mary could not even commemorate her husband in print because her vindictive, reactionary father-in-law, Sir Timothy Shelley, vetoed all of her attempts to publish Percy’s work or to write a biography. She struggled to summon a word anyway. ‘My imagination is dead – my genius lost – my energies sleep,’ she confided to her journal in January 1824. Yet the very next month she began work on her epic tale of ruin, The Last Man.


The popular fascination with the last man had begun with Jean-Baptiste Cousin de Grainville, a priest whose career had been destroyed by the French Revolution. His 1805 prose poem Le Dernier Homme (The Last Man), completed shortly before he drowned himself in the Somme, was an expression of crushing failure and loneliness, leading to self-extinction. Published posthumously, and poorly translated into English as Omegarus and Syderia, a Romance in Futurity, Grainville’s response to Milton’s Paradise Lost is set in the far future, amid a fertility crisis. Omegarus, the last man born on Earth, meets Syderia, the last fertile woman, to refound the human race, but Milton’s Adam materializes to convince him that God needs him to let humanity die so that the Last Judgement can take place. The world goes down in a blaze of volcanoes and comets.


According to a second-hand anecdote (published long after both men were dead and perhaps too good to be true), Percy Shelley had exclaimed to Byron one day in Switzerland, ‘What a change it would be if the sun were to be extinguished at this moment; how the race of men would perish until perhaps only one remained – suppose one of us! How terrible would be his fate!’ The figure of the ultimate witness who could record the calamity when everyone else was gone appealed to the Romantic obsession with lonely, tormented heroes. Now Mary Shelley was the group’s ‘last man’ and the responsibility of telling their story fell to her. Whereas Byron’s extinction scenario is both mythic and timeless, Mary’s lays waste to a painfully familiar world.
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