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Praise for Stranger Than We Can Imagine

‘A breathtakingly lucid and coherent map of the tectonic shifts which drastically reshaped the human psyche, and the human world, within a hundred thrilling, terrifying years . . . An illuminating work of massive insight, in Stranger Than We Can Imagine John Higgs informs us of exactly where we’ve been and, by extension, where we are. I cannot recommend this magnificent work too highly’

Alan Moore

‘His entertaining novels and distinctly non-standard biographies have long marked John Higgs out as an ambitious writer, but even by his standards, this is an audacious project . . . Higgs recounts it with wide-ranging erudition and a delightful deadpan humour’

Irish Examiner

‘An alternative history of this weird and wild patch of time that we’ve just clambered out of’

Vice

‘An idiosyncratic, always-provocative view of an era that many people would just as soon forget . . . Higgs crafts of disparate facts and anecdotes a story all his own. Full of unexpected linkages and brightly written, this is an absorbing tour of the twentieth century’

Kirkus Reviews

‘Higgs’s “alternative history” circles in and out of more official, established histories. Yet by following along the mainstream of historical thought, his detours and divergences feel even more exciting . . . It’s stuffed with exciting, counterintuitive examples used to illustrate many of the headier ideas of twentieth-century philosophy’

The Globe and Mail

‘To paraphrase Colonel Kurtz, reading John Higgs is like being shot with a diamond. Suddenly everything becomes terrifyingly clear’

Andrew Male, MOJO

‘In Stranger Than We Can Imagine, [Higgs] broadens his intellectual reach to encompass modernism, situationism, chaos theory, indeterminacy and almost every other byway of that epoch. Higgs’s plate-spinning act is a fine example of learning worn lightly’

Adam Roberts, New Scientist

‘In Stranger Than We Can Imagine, [Higgs] turns to the twentieth-century figures who, he argues, ushered in the present post-postmodernism networked age. They are an eclectic bunch . . . we find that by blocking out some of the century’s more obvious lights, we see, if not the truth, at least a brilliantly stimulating tale’

Dominic Swords, Financial Times

‘A beautiful, erudite, funny and enlightening tour of the widening boundaries of uncertainty revealed in the twentieth century’

Robin Ince
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‘We needed to do what we wanted to do’
Keith Richards
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In 2010, the Tate Modern gallery in London staged a retrospective of the work of the French post-impressionist painter Paul Gauguin. To visit this exhibition was to spend hours wandering through Gauguin’s vision of a romanticised South Pacific in late nineteenth-century Tahiti. This was a world of vivid colour and guilt-free sexuality. Gauguin’s paintings saw no distinction between mankind, divinity and nature, and by the time you reached the end of the exhibition you felt as if you understood Eden.

Visitors were then spat out next to the Tate’s twentieth-century gallery. There was nothing to prepare them for how brutal walking out of one and into the other would be.

Here were the works of Picasso, Dalí, Ernst and many others. You immediately wondered if the lighting was different, but it was the art that made this room feel cold. The colour palette was predominantly browns, greys, blues and blacks. Splashes of vivid red appeared in places, but not in ways that comforted. With the exception of a later Picasso portrait, greens and yellows were entirely absent.

These were paintings of alien landscapes, incomprehensible structures and troubled dreams. The few human figures that were present were abstracted, formal, and divorced from contact with the natural world. The sculptures were similarly antagonistic. One example was Man Ray’s Cadeau, a sculpture of an iron with nails sticking out of its base in order to rip to shreds any fabric you attempted to smooth. Encountering all this in a state of mind attuned to the visions of Gauguin was not recommended. There was no compassion in that room. We had entered the abstract realm of theory and concept. Coming directly from work that spoke to the heart, the sudden shift to work aimed solely at the head was traumatic.

Gauguin’s work ran up to his death in 1903, so we might have expected a smoother transition into the early twentieth-century gallery. True, his work was hardly typical of his era and only widely appreciated after his death, but the jarring transition still leaves us struggling to answer a very basic question: what the hell happened, at the beginning of the twentieth century, to the human psyche? The Tate Modern is a suitable place to ask questions like this, as it stands as a kind of shrine to the twentieth century. The meaning of the word ‘modern’ in the art world means that it will be forever associated with that period. Seen in this light, the popularity of the gallery reveals both our fascination with those years and our desire to understand them.

There was one antechamber which separated the two exhibitions. It was dominated by an outline of a nineteenth-century industrial town by the Italian-Greek artist Jannis Kounellis, drawn directly onto the wall in charcoal. The sketch was sparse and devoid of human figures. Above it hung a dead jackdaw and a hooded crow, stuck to the wall by arrows. I’m not sure what point the artist was trying to make, but for me the room served as a warning about the gallery I was about to enter. It might have been kinder if the Tate had used this room as a form of decompression chamber, something that could prevent the visual art equivalent of the bends.

The dead birds, the accompanying text suggested, ‘have been seen as symbolising the death throes of imaginative freedom’. But seen in context between Gauguin and the twentieth century, a different interpretation seemed more appropriate. Whatever it was that had died above that nineteenth-century industrial town, it was not imaginative freedom. On the contrary, that monster was about to emerge from the depths.

Recently I was shopping for Christmas presents and went into my local bookshop for a book by Lucy Worsley, my teenage daughter’s favourite historian. If you are lucky enough to have a teenage daughter who has a favourite historian, you don’t need much persuading to encourage this interest.

The history books were in the far corner of the fourth floor, at the very top of the building, as if history was the story of crazed ancestors we need to hide in the attic like characters from Jane Eyre. The book I wanted wasn’t in stock, so I took out my phone to buy it online. I went to shut down an open newspaper app, pressed the wrong icon, and accidentally started a video of a speech made by President Obama a few hours earlier. It was December 2014, and he was talking about whether the hacking of Sony Entertainment, which the President blamed on North Korea, should be regarded as an act of war.

Every now and again there is a moment that brings home how strange life in the twenty-first century can be. There I was in Brighton, England, holding a thin slice of glass and metal which was made in South Korea and ran American software, and which could show me the President of America threatening the Supreme Leader of North Korea. What about this incident would have seemed more incredible at the end of the last century: that this device existed, and allowed me to see the President of the United States while Christmas shopping? That the definition of war could have changed so much that it now included the embarrassing of Sony executives? Or that my fellow shoppers would have been so accepting of my miraculous accidental broadcast?

I was standing next to the twentieth-century history shelves at the time. There were some wonderful books on those shelves, big fat detailed accounts of the century we know most about. Those books act as a roadmap, detailing the journey we took to reach the world we now live in. They tell a clearly defined story of great shifts of geopolitical power: the First World War, the Great Depression, the Second World War, the American Century and the fall of the Berlin Wall. Yet somehow that story fails to lead us into the world we’re in now, adrift in a network of constant surveillance, unsustainable competition, tsunamis of trivia and extraordinary opportunity.

Imagine the twentieth century is a landscape, stretching out in front of you. Imagine that the events of its history are mountains, rivers, woods and valleys. Our problem is not that this era is hidden from us, but that we know too much about it. We all know that this landscape contains the mountains of Pearl Harbor, the Titanic and South African apartheid. We know that in its centre lies the desolation of fascism and the uncertainty of the Cold War. We know people of this land could be cruel, desperate or living in fear, and we know why. The territory has been thoroughly mapped, catalogued and recorded. It can be overwhelming.

Each of the history books in front of me traces a different path through that territory, but those paths are not as different as you might think. Many are written by politicians or political journalists, or have strong political bias. They take the view that it was politicians that defined these troublesome years, so they follow a path that tells that story. Other books have staked out paths through the art or technology of the period. These are perhaps more useful, but can feel abstract and removed from human lives. And while these paths differ, they do converge along well-trodden highways.

Finding a different path through this territory is daunting. A journey through the twentieth century can seem like an epic quest. The gallant adventurers who embark on it first wrestle with three giants, known by the single names of Einstein, Freud and Joyce. They must pass through the forest of quantum indeterminacy and the castle of conceptual art. They avoid the gorgons of Jean-Paul Sartre and Ayn Rand whose glance can turn them to stone, emotionally if not physically, and they must solve the riddles of the Sphinxes of Carl Jung and Timothy Leary. Then things get difficult. The final challenge is to somehow make it through the swamp of postmodernism. It is not, if we are honest, an appealing journey.

Very few of the adventurers who tackle the twentieth century make it through postmodernism and out the other side. More typically, they admit defeat and retreat to base camp. This is the world as it was understood at the end of the nineteenth century, just over the border, safe in friendly territory. We are comfortable with the great discoveries that emerged up until then. Innovations such as electricity or democracy are comprehensible, and we take them in our stride. But is this really the best place for us? The twenty-first century is not going to make any sense at all seen through nineteenth-century eyes.

The territory of the twentieth century includes dark patches of thick, deep woods. The established paths tend to skirt around these areas, visiting briefly but quickly scurrying on as if fearful of becoming entangled. These are areas such as relativity, cubism, the Somme, quantum mechanics, the id, existentialism, Stalin, psychedelics, chaos mathematics and climate change. They have a reputation for initially appearing difficult, and becoming increasingly bewildering the more they are studied. When they first appeared they were so radical that coming to terms with them meant a major remodelling of how we viewed the world. They seemed frightening in the past, but they don’t any more. We’re citizens of the twenty-first century now. We made it through yesterday. We’re about to encounter tomorrow. We can take the dark woods of the twentieth century in our stride.

So this is our plan: we’re going to take a journey through the twentieth century in which we step off the main highways and strike out towards the dark woods. We’re aware that a century is an arbitrary time period. Historians talk about the long nineteenth century (1789–1914) or the short twentieth century (1914–91), because these periods contain clear beginnings and endings. But for our purposes ‘the twentieth century’ will do fine, because we’re taking a journey from when things stopped making sense to where we are now.

If we’re going to make it through, we’re going to have to be selective. There are millions of subjects worthy of inclusion in an account of this period, but we’re not going to get very far if we revisit all of our favourites for the sake of nostalgia. There’s a wealth of fascinating literature and debate behind everything we find, which we will have to ruthlessly avoid getting bogged down in. We’re on a mission, not a cruise. We set out not as historians but as curious travellers, or as adventurers with an agenda, because we are embarking on our travels with a clear sense of what we will be paying attention to.

Our plan is to look at what was genuinely new, unexpected and radical. We’re not concerned by the fallout from those ideas, so take it as read that everywhere we visit caused scandal, anger and furious denouncements by the status quo. Those aftershocks are an important part of history, but focusing on them can disguise an emerging pattern. It is the direction that these new ideas were pointing in that we’ll pay attention to. They point in a broadly coherent direction.

There’s a moment for every generation when memory turns into history. The twentieth century is receding into the distance, and coming into perspective. The events of that century now feel like they belong in the category of history, so this is the right time to take stock.

Here, then, is an alternative route through the landscape of the last century. Its purpose is the same as all paths. It will take you to where you are going.
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