Preface

This book was written for the general educated
reader who I hope and believe still exists in this
day and age of popular television, virtual real-
ity electronic games, and widely read but often
‘cheap’ novels, co-existing - increasingly - with
highly specialized books.

The idea to address ‘the audience in the mid-
dle’ came as I was leafing through the three-vol-
ume English edition of Mozart’s letters - the
fuller German collection runs to six volumes
(plus one of Indexes) - and the many books writ-
ten by the late Professor Wittkower on Bernini
and 17"-Century Baroque. I admire deeply both
artists and enjoy reading books about them; but
as I was doing this I began to wonder how many,
outside the smallish - I suspect - circle of peo-
ple interested professionally in these great men,
would ever set time aside to read such books let
alone pay the high prices they (rightly) command.
Indeed, my silent reasoning went on, even if they
do read, say, Mozart’s letters, would they ever un-
derstand them if they did not know the wider
context, the people they referred to, or even knew
fairly well the operas or other works of the genius
towhich these letters constantly refer? The same
is true of Goethe, not least because of the multi-
plicity of his interests, and the other ‘greats’ dis-
cussed in this book.

My intention has thus been to write a book
which would comprise a series of essays about
well-known (and less well-known but interest-
ing) figures, coming from different walks of life
and different eras. Such a book might well be of
interest to educated readers who, however, knew
little or nothing about many of the geniuses dis-
cussed within its pages. Indeed, their interest
mighteven be enhancedifthe accountofthelives
and work of these geniuses was seen through my
own experiences and resulting insights concern-

ing history, politics, character, emotions, perfidy,
and loyalty, prompted by the lives of these peo-
ple and my own long involvement in the world of
law and politics. To this main and simple aim I
added two more.

First, given that I am targeting the non-spe-
cialist (but open-minded) reader, I thought it
might help him or her if I preceded the biograph-
ical account of my subjects with a small section
setting the lives and careers of the great people
discussed in this book within the context of their
times and then highlighting those points that
would turn out to be relevant to the subject’s life
and work. I did this not only for the sake of im-
parting some general information but, mainly,
because like many (eminent) writers before me I
believe that the work of great men is best under-
stood if studied against the background of their
times.

Secondly, and more importantly, I thought
I would look at greater detail at the subject’s
‘darker’ or, generally, ‘less attractive’ but also
less-known side of his life and character. Such
an angle might even be seen to add some orig-
inality to this endeavour by not only enhanc-
ing the narrative interest of the life described
but, one hopes, also giving it ‘a touch’ of a the-
sis worthy perhaps of further study by someone
more qualified than myself in psychoanalytical
studies. In addition, such an approach seemed
to provide a unifying element to the main chap-
ters (2—-9) while also giving me the opportunity to
link them to the ‘opening’ ideas found in chap-
ter one and put together an unusual synthesis of
themes in the last two remaining chapters of the
book (10 and 11).

My thesis thus is that great achievers have par-
ticularly intriguing dual personalities. At one
level, this seems obvious enough since this du-



ality applies to us, as well. Yet, in the case of the
great achievers most people know only their one
‘shiny’ side and ignore the other. This is particu-
larly true of true geniuses whose exceptional tal-
ent and productivity attracts the attention of the
public while their other half - their other ‘self’,
sometimes dark, sometimes physically or men-
tally flawed - tends to be ignored, either be-
cause it is not known to all but the most widely
read psychiatrists or because it has been deliber-
ately concealed by individuals or various ‘inter-
est groups’ acting on different agendas. This cer-
tainly emerges from most of the books I read in
order to recount the lives of those who appear in
this work, and these ‘omissions’ have made me
consider in my Epilogue (chapter 11) various pos-
sibilities why this should be so.

In doing the above, I am aware that the idea of
discussing - even more so stressing - the less-at-
tractive side of a genius may annoy some readers.
These readers may thus take the view that great
achievers should be left standing on their pedes-
tals, their statues not deprived of any of their lus-
ter. [am sorrywhen this proves to be the case and
disagree with the idea that history and biography
are better served by suppressing part of the truth.
Politicians, doctors, or lawyers may, at times, be
allowed - even justified - to be economical with
the truth, but scholars should never be excused
for such deliberate omissions. I take this view be-
cause as my own reading progressed, I came to
the conclusion that knowledge of this ‘other half’
helped add humanity to the greatness of the per-
son described. For humans are not perfect; they
are mixtures of good and less good features. I
would go further by suggesting that the realiza-
tion of these weaknesses can even make us all
more humble and more tolerant.

Just as importantly, however, understanding
the ‘other self’ of a great man (or woman) may
also enable us to understand better not only his
life, his agonies and internal tensions, and his
loneliness, but also his work and public actions.
Establishing links between flaws and behaviour,
as well as the grandeur of their work, may not be
easy. Yet I offer no apology if the causal links do
not always prove one hundred percent convinc-
ing, because every lawyer (and, I would add, sci-
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entist, medical or other) knows how difficult
it is to prove causal links between acts, charac-
teristics or human traits, and resulting behav-
iour. This is particularly true of history, where
the problem of concurrent causes can give rise
to considerable difficulties of attribution. Not-
withstanding this caveat, the challenge posed by
this difficulty (and enhanced by the absence of
evidence, which the passage of time makes inev-
itable) proved, to me at least, irresistible. For it
encourages the further study of the lives of great
persons in an interdisciplinary way; and, where
links (even limited ones) of cause and effect can
be established, this sort of study can furnish us
with the beginnings of fascinating new interpre-
tations to works whose interest we may believe
we have exhausted by our existing analyses.

This, then, is the kind of book I set out to write,
and it is meant mainly for the kind of reader I de-
scribed above. He or she will alone have to decide
if the modest (or ambitious) aims I set myself
have been achieved and, if so, to what extent. I
hope, however, that this judgment will be passed
by bearing in mind the parameters I set myself
and have described in this Preface.

Three more things remain to be said to com-
plete these introductory remarks.

First, psychobiographers(and others) often ask
the question how does one select one’s subjects?
The generally accepted answer is that there is no
one right answer. I tried to select people who sat-
isfied the criterion of genius or, at least, ‘very in-
telligent’. I also wanted them to come from dif-
ferent walks of life, provided their lives made
interesting stories to tell. As I looked into their
lives, I also discovered that they all satisfied the
requirement of a ‘second self’ and thus justified
both the title and the thesis of this book. It did
not take me long to realise - and the same I am
sure will happen with my readers - that many oth-
ers, personalities, living as well as dead, could be
added to such lists. If that is indeed so, then my
basic thesis deserves further development and,
naturally, refinement; I think few have looked at
all the persons who appear within these covers
with this idea at the back of their minds. These
thoughts led me to add a chapter at the begin-
ning and two at the end discussing the phenome-



non of ‘duality’ in more general terms than arise
from the study of my eight ‘subjects’ but may be
justified for others who could be added to my list.
In this sense, these chapters attempt to give a
sounder (but still fairly elementary) foundation
to the wider thesis I have presented in the par-
ticular essays.

Secondly, I may have written for the general
public, but the habits of forty years’ experience
as a Professor in Cambridge, Oxford, and Lon-
don do not die easily. Thus, I have been unable
or unwilling (or both) to write a text without giv-
ing references for what I have said, especially
when I was consciously drawing on the learning
of others even though I have done this as spar-
ingly (given the nature of this book) as intellec-
tual honesty allowed. But there is another reason
why I chose to disregard the open declaration of
war on footnotes that is so often pursued by Eng-
lish scholars of the ‘purest’ kind. That is because
I am conscious (as my readers will soon also be)
that I am not a specialist (in musical or psycho-
logical matters), yet I have not held back from ex-
pressing views that often differ from those of spe-
cialists in these subjects. The addition of notes
in these cases was thus meant to alert my readers
to the fact that most of the ‘specialists’ also dis-
agree among themselves on matters of detail as
much of substance. In light of such divergences,
therefore, my opinion is that the general reader
should not feel intimated by the views of experts.
On the contrary, his understanding of the sub-
jectwill be enhanced if he tries to explain to him-
self (and others) why this expert view or other
does not convince him.

If the above reasons explain why I did not ban-
ish completely footnotes from a book of this
kind they, nonetheless, make clear why I avoided
whenever possible producing long and full foot-
notes. So, first I ‘banished’ this material to the
end of the book in the belief that in this way it
can be safely and easily be ignored by all except
those who happen to be interested in details.
Second, in order to lighten these ‘endnotes’ fur-
ther, I abstained from giving in them details of
publishers and place of publication. This fuller
information can be found at the very end of the
book in a general bibliographical list, which I

tried to keep under control by mentioning in it
mainly books written in English and deviating
from this self-imposed limitation only where I
felt an exception %ad to be made. The bibliogra-
phy is thus self-consciously incomplete.

Finally, I must confess that in endlessly ana-
lyzing, synthesizing, reinterpreting, and re-writ-
ing the varied and rich material I had to read in
order to write this book, I may have learnt some-
thing about myself while trying to understand
my complicated subjects. This gradual reali-
zation, already known to psychiatrists, has not
convinced me to accept the view that all history
is biography, for such an approach would tend
to leave out of the picture reactions dictated by
circumstances and events rather than person-
ality traits. However, in writing this book I have
moved closer to the idea that all biography con-
tains elements of autobiography. For the student
of another person’s life must learn to get under
his skin in order to understand him better just as
an actor must do the same if he wishes to render
convincingly a character he is interpreting. In
order to do this, however, one must constantly
ask himself how he would have reacted if faced
with this or that occurrence or that dilemma in
his own life. I think W. H. Auden may have had
something like that in mind when he once wrote
that the novelist

“in his own weak person, if he can,

Must suffer dully all the wrongs of man”
Well, ‘dully’ I did not suffer the high and low mo-
ments of my subjects; but experience them I did
(or tried to) as I much as I could in an attempt to
understand, albeit slightly, some of their doubts,
dilemmas and agonies.

This intense effort to understand my sub-
jects before describing them to my reader has
strengthened my view that much history consists
of biography and the latter, if it is properly un-
dertaken, contains a fair dose of autobiography
and (amateur or professional) psychology. So, if
my narrative succeeds to help some of my read-
ers to find in their own experiences events or feel-
ings that come to the surface because of reading
about the lives of my great achievers, these read-
ers may even feel that the benefit of studying this
book may have doubled; for in reading it they
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may have completed a journey of self-discovery
and not only discovery. For my part, there is no
doubt that I felt enormously humbled by having
realized early on in my writing the need to ‘learn
thyself’ while trying to put yourself in the posi-
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tion of your subject in an attempt to understand,
praise or criticize what he was trying to achieve.

June 6™, 2008
B. M.
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