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Mary Evans is a Centennial Professor at the London School of Economics’ Gender 

Institute. In this piece, Mary looks back at her childhood in the 1950s, and how reading the 

‘Girl’ annual every Christmas pushed her to think about the different ways gender was 

portrayed. 

 

One of the things that my father said to me very often was ‘Mary, do take your head out of that book’. 

He did say other things but that is one comment that I particularly remember since it tended to occur 

most frequently at times of family gatherings or holidays. The frustration of dragging your children all 

over Europe when one of them seemed to have no interest whatsoever in the passing scenery must 

have been considerable. It is for that reason that I do have a vivid memory of the countryside of the 

Massif Central because it was one of the rare times that I listened to him and looked up from my 

book.  

On those holidays my attention to the written word was on public view; at home at Christmas and on 

other winter holidays it was easier to escape attention especially as Christmas presents always 

included annuals based on children’s comics, in my case the comic was Girl, edited by someone 

whose name always intrigued me: the Reverend Chad Varah. What I did not know then was that 

Varah founded the Samaritans and was a long time supporter of the Terence Higgins Trust. He 

supplemented his income as an Anglican vicar by writing for all the comics with which he was 

associated (Girl, Eagle, Robin and Swift) and hence must have been at least partly responsible for 

the creation of the Mekon and Dan Dare, deadly enemies in outer space and consistently on the front 

pages of Eagle. Dan Dare had the most remarkable pair of eyebrows ever seen in children’s 

literature whilst the Mekon has remained with me as a nightmare vision of an evil, disembodied mind.  
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But after a few Christmases, on which the year’s Eagle and Girl annuals had duly arrived for my 

brother and myself, and through which my parents had gained a little more sleep on Christmas Day, 

it began to dawn on me that the worlds of Eagle and Girl were rather different. Girl was more likely to 

contribute stories of Victorian women missionaries setting off on horribly uncomfortable journeys 

with little provision except a Bible and an umbrella. This did mean that I had heard of Gladys 

Aylward a long time before Hollywood got there (the heroine - played by Ingrid Bergman - of The Inn 

of the Sixth Happiness for people who have not read Girl ) and there can be no pretence that 

Christian missionaries – and the history of Christianity - was an important aspect of the subject 

matter. There was one particularly unnerving cartoon about the last days of two women converts to 

Christianity, who were about to be thrown to the lions in Rome’s Coliseum. The text ended with the 

words, from the older to the younger woman, ‘Just a short pain, then a wide road leading up to 

heaven’. 

This was not exactly actively battling the forces of evil and it is unlikely that Dan Dare would have 

allowed himself to suffer such a fate. The sentence has remained with me for decades as an 

increasingly comic suggestion about how to confront problematic situations, although martyrdom has 

not yet presented itself. Invoking that sentence and stories of stalwart women missionaries makes it 

easy to mock Girl and write it off as another aspect of the conventional view of the 1950s : that it 

was a tediously conservative decade and a mere prelude to the exciting and enlightened 1960s.  

A view I now regard – and Girl is part of my case here – as a mis-reading of a decade that was far 

more complex than the usual invocation of suburban boredom, hidden sexualities, and the 

Archbishop of Canterbury suggesting in 1959 that ‘the time has come’ to consider making adultery a 

criminal offence. It was also, however, the decade of the 1957 Wolfenden Report which made the 

case for the decriminalisation of homosexuality, the emergence of new and vibrant theatre and 

literature, and wildly subversive radio comedy. The part that Girl played in this culture was certainly 

to record aspects of a Christian past but also to recommend other aspects of women’s agency: 

diverse careers, independence, and a freedom from accepting authority, of whatever kind. There 

were stories, for example, about dressing for yourself, about defying the ‘laws’ of fashion which 

might well be repeated to the advantage of the present day readers of teenage magazines. The 

thrifty habits much endorsed in Britain during the Second World War were given a place in Girl, a 

determined re-iteration about ‘making do’ and making something out of nothing which has 

dominated primary school teaching and television programmes for children for years. 

It is not, as the proliferation of charity shops on every high street in the UK demonstrates, a tradition 

that has remained dear to the collective British heart. Nobody would now even think of reviving an 

old dress by changing the sleeves or some other form of massively complex transformation. It’s not 

what modern girls do, any more than they are thrown to the literal lions. But contemporary concern 

about the environment, about waste, about the terrible human cost of cheap clothes suggest a 

continuity which connects Girl to the twenty first century. Girls, in Girl, were not just assigned to a 

domestic place and re-reading those annuals suggests just how misleading it is to see the past in 

ways that only endorse the present. I am glad that, at least on the morning of Christmas Day, I had 

my head in a book. 
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Simon  Glendinning is Reader in European Philosophy and Director of the Forum for 

European Philosophy at LSE. In this piece Simon takes us back to the time he was hunting 

through a box of old books as a student one Christmas and stumbled upon one that would go 

on to shape the way he would think, write, and teach. 

I was about nineteen years old, and I was staying at my father’s house in Mile End, East London. It 

was the Christmas vacation of my second year at university, where I was reading Philosophy. 

“Reading” is a refined word – my father’s kind of word – for what I was doing. I was doing what needed 

to be done and no more. And I was only doing philosophy at all because I hadn’t made the grades for 

my first choice: to “read” Law. 

I had grown up in North London, and I didn’t have friends anywhere near my father’s house. So when I 

was staying with him I had no escape, and had to find my own ways to pass the time from what was 

on hand. His house was a pretty strange place for me to be in that respect. My father was an 

academic. A very distinguished Hispanist, and a specialist on the Spanish artist Goya. My father’s 

house was full of books. They were everywhere. Endless book shelves lined most rooms, and where 

there were no shelves there were great piles of books. Books, books and more books, books over-

flowing his house, making it an Aladdin’s cave library. 

Only it was not an Aladdin’s cave for me: many of the books were in Spanish, and what wasn’t in 

Spanish was mostly about work in Spanish. It was a closed world to me. There was a tiny TV with an 

indoor aerial in one of the upstairs bedrooms lined with books. All in all it was not a great place for me 

to be at nineteen. 
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Perhaps my father took pity on me. He told me that there were some books in the attic that belonged 

to my eldest brother, and they would be in English. My brother had had enough of them, I imagined. 

Discarded them. I wasn’t optimistic. He was storing them, my brother later told me, but even if I had 

known that I would not have held out much hope. My brother, in my mind, was a serious person, like 

my father. It would be no treasure trove for me. 

But there they were, his books, in an old wooden tea-chest. A big box with metal brackets running up 

the sides, and probably some tea in the bottom. I got the box down and started to rummage through it. 

But the books were going over my shoulder as fast as I could pull them out. Nothing grabbed me. 

Having gone through the box I was left with just two books in my hands. Two books I still have today 

by the way, still unreturned to their owner. They were philosophy books, and I only had them in my 

hands because I was reading or doing Philosophy. So there was this little reason to consider them 

further – but I was not filled with any great enthusiasm at the prospect. It was like doing homework. 

One of the books was very thick, and was about objective knowledge in science. I had no interest then 

(or now, sorry) in the philosophy of science, and the idea of embarking on a very long book on 

something I was not much interested in seemed altogether impossible. 

So, finally, I was left with just one book. It had a remarkably uninspiring title, but it was slimmer than 

the other one, and a glance showed me that it was written in paragraphs that were numbered and 

separated. It looked like something I could easily dip into – and just as easily dip out of when I wanted 

to. 

I withdrew with the book, and imagined I might read it for an hour or so. I did not put the book down 

again for the next five years. In fact, I could not say I have put it down even now, nearly thirty years 

later. 

Initially, the odd form of the book spooked me. These numbered paragraphs or, as I later came to 

understand, these “remarks”, separated from each other, and, supposedly, ordered. But it didn’t seem 

to make much sense at all. In a very superficial sense I could read them all right. The English wasn’t 

complicated. But I really could not see what the author was doing or intending by any of it. The 

remarks would run on for a while in something like a continuous way, but then they would suddenly 

switch to something else without warning and without explanation. There were no chapters, no road-

signs, just this un-navigable “order”. The author said it was “really an album.” But it was like being in 

an impossible maze. 

Yet for reasons I do not understand I was also tempted by it. I am sure that had I been given the book 

at university as one among other texts in a “suggested reading” list I would probably have skipped it. 

Too difficult. Stick to the stuff I could make sense of. But not being asked to read it, and not even 
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considering studying it, I was willing to go with it. It was quite exciting. Philosophy could be like this. 

Like what? I didn’t know, but it meant philosophy could be… weird. Everything I had seen up to that 

point at university was very academic writing: articles, book chapters, commentaries on famous 

philosophers, and so on. It was digestible but, for me at that time, like school work. Stuff to learn to 

pass exams. This book was different though. I had no idea what it was on about, I could not make 

sense of the order, and yet it promised to be philosophy, and it was intriguing. I was intrigued, and 

hooked. It lay ahead of me, beyond me, but, for some reason, I trusted it. 

Over the next five years and more I began to make my way through the remarks in the book. Little 

sequences became legible to me, came alive for me. It was an extraordinary journey. From the start 

the book seemed to offer itself as inviting me to make my way into it, to find my feet in it. But it always 

lay ahead of me. Yes, light dawned over some of it, some of the text became familiar and many of the 

ideas won me over. But I would never have said then – and still would not say now – that I 

“understood it”, that I had it with me as something I understood, no longer ahead of me but with me, 

under my belt, done. 

Then, sadly, five years into the journey the book went quiet on me, nearly died for me. I am not sure 

what happened. I wanted philosophy to be capable of more than this book seemed to make room for. 

Or, perhaps I wanted the book to be capable of more than either I or those around me seemed 

capable of making of it. At Oxford it seemed to get caught up in styles of reading and thinking that the 

book itself not only did not invite put, I thought, resisted. But I couldn’t get the book to revolt. It seemed 

to have capitulated, or I did. And then it lost its magic for me for a while. I couldn’t pick it up, couldn’t 

spend time in its pages with the kind of gripped interest that would require holding my breath and 

staying with it for long, sometimes really long periods of intense attention. It took on the look of an 

esoteric but profoundly circumscribed work. A work of enormous depth, a massive and singular 

contribution to philosophy (not least to what we can mean by “philosophy”), but nevertheless of limited 

scope. I loved the work of words, but those words were not enough. 

That period of the book’s going quiet did not last for good: it still has life for me, though it is not the 

only book in my life anymore. And though I no longer spend time with it as I once did, I have never 

discarded it, never thought I was done with – either as something I supposed I now understood and 

had no further need for, or in the stronger sense of having had enough of it. It could have gone over 

my shoulder as the other books in the box had done so much more rapidly years before. I could have 

come to think that it wasn’t really so interesting after all. No, I still find it as something that lies ahead 

of me not with me or behind me; as something still calling me to read, to think, to teach. There is 

always, I still feel, something still to come in it. 

So, it has never arrived to me as something I “understand” and henceforth now have with me or 

behind me. 
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It did not arrive for me in this sense. But, quite unexpectedly – for my family, but also for me – in those 

five years I spent with that book I arrived…as a philosopher. 

As I say, I still have the copy of the book I found in the box. It is in front of me now as I type this. Very 

battered, falling apart. My brother’s name is neatly inscribed in the front cover, but from then on the 

marginalia is nearly all mine, and it is relentless. Marked up, underlined and commented on. Hardly a 

remark untouched. I was consuming it, consumed in it. 

The cover of the book has a thick green border on the left hand side, and in the centre is a charcoal 

sketch of a man’s profile by the artist and sculptor Michael Drobil. It is, what is for me now, the 

unmistakable profile of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. And above the quiet seriousness of his 

pictured head, the book’s uninspiring title: Philosophical Investigations. 

The first paragraph of the Preface of my first book On Being with Others, says this: 

In 1986, I found a copy of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations in a box in the loft at my father’s 

house. My eldest brother had had enough of it, it seems. Five years later I was still reading it. For 

about two years after that, however, I found it hard to pick up at all, and it was in fact readings of 

Heidegger’s Being and Time and Derrida’s Limited Inc that rediscovered it for me. That rediscovery is 

what this book, in a formal way, recites. 

It could not have been 1986. It must have been 1983 or 1984. The rest is true. And for the last thirty 

years or so Heidegger-Derrida-Wittgenstein (this hyphenated conjunction of names was the subtitle to 

the book I have just cited) has been more or less constantly there with me, I mean ahead of me, in my 

working life. Only last year I came back to the Philosophical Investigations to find something new in it 

– or not entirely new: something glimpsed from far far away in the underlinings and marginalia of my 

early reading. It took me a very long time to do any better, but happily the book sang again in my effort 

to do so. 

One more thing. In the summer of 2012 I was invited to be in an art-work in the Turbine Hall at Tate 

Modern in London. It was a huge piece – composed of seventy or more participant human beings – by 

the brilliant Berlin-based artist Tino Sehgal. Among the things the participants individually had to do in 

the piece was to leave the configurations Tino set up, and to approach visitors to the gallery. Our task 

then was to present a sort of verbal gift to the visitor. Jumping in at a level of intimacy one would not 

normally offer to a stranger, and without introducing ourselves at all, we had to speak on each 

occasion to one of a variety of themes. One of them was “A Moment of Arrival”. I had my story for that. 
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Jen Tarr is Lecturer in Research Methodology in the Methodology Institute at the London 

School of Economics.  In this piece, Jen discusses the importance of not forgetting where 

you come from, especially when an academic career takes you half the way across the 

world.   

 

Like many big decisions, it seemed deceptively simple at the time. A scholarship and a student visa; 

three years and I’d come back, find a job in Toronto or Vancouver or somewhere nearby. Of course it 

didn’t happen that way. There were ever fewer academic jobs in Canada, and after two years in the 

UK I didn’t want to go back. I finished the PhD, moved to Brighton, worked in London and then in 

Dublin. By the time I moved to LSE in late 2009, I’d accepted this side of the Atlantic as my fate.  

That first Christmas after moving to the UK, the Canadian books began. It started with City of Glass: 

Douglas Coupland’s Vancouver, and my Dad’s scrawled admonishment on the inside cover: ‘Don’t 

forget yer roots.’ My Mom in Calgary clearly also worried that was a danger: her steady stream of 

Canadiana included Ann Douglas’ Canuck Chicks and Maple Leaf Mamas: Women of the Great White 

North, as well as various incarnations of CBC Radio host Stuart Maclean’s Vinyl Café series. Another 

year, I got Will and Ian Ferguson’s helpful satirical guide, How to be a Canadian (Even if You Already 

Are One), full of sharp observations about the twelve ways Canadians say ‘sorry’ without actually 

apologizing, and the relative merits of Canadian beer (namely that it isn’t American).  

Not all the books were about Canada. Kate Fox’s pop ethnography Watching the English was an 

enlightening gift. While I was skeptical of some of her methods and grew bored with her 

misrepresentation of anthropology as a stuffy discipline that hadn’t evolved since the 1950s, I learned 

a lot. The importance of the length of a man’s rolled shirtsleeves! The difference between a loo and a 

toilet! The class dimensions of putting tomatoes in a salad!  
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My Canadian eyes were opened to social class after years of relative blindness. I was not necessarily 

better for it: looking back at my homeland, I began to see the subtleties of class at work in ways I’d 

previously ignored. I looked at the people I knew and the ways in which many of us had reproduced 

our class backgrounds. My mother and stepfather were or had been academics; no wonder I felt like 

the proverbial ‘fish in water’ in an academic context!  

Ethnic tensions became more apparent too. Uncomfortable with the anti-immigrant rhetoric at work in 

the UK, I looked fondly back at Canada’s relative openness to immigrants only to notice how it 

obscured uncomfortable silences about the country’s attitude to its own aboriginal population. Thomas 

King’s A Short History of Indians in Canada skewered it perfectly: in his short story, a Toronto tourist is 

sent downtown to witness the magnificent spectacle of the migratory flocks of Indians who have been 

flying into the tower blocks of downtown Toronto like lost birds, drawn by the bright lights of the big 

city. The white population meanwhile looks on with a mixture of curiosity, objectification and 

paternalism: ‘The dead ones we bag… the live ones we tag… take back to the shelter, nurse them 

back to health, release them to the wild.’ The mass migration is ‘quite a sight’ but ‘not what it used to 

be.’ John Ralston Saul’s A Fair Country: Telling Truths About Canada approached the issue with less 

cynicism and more hope, noting that the Canadian motto ‘peace, order and good government’ actually 

derived from Aboriginal notions of fairness. Saul argued that treating Canada as a nation with values 

derived solely from the English and French colonists was in fact holding the country back. By the time 

I encountered Alice Munro’s short stories about her Scottish ancestors in The View from Castle Rock, 

I’d grown skeptical of the perpetual Canadian need to claim roots, however tenuous, in ‘the Old 

Country’. I could trace family members in North America back to the 1600s; I had no real claim to 

Britishness. My accent remained stubbornly Canadian, although I’d learned a few suitably English 

vowels. ‘When I heard you on the answering machine from upstairs I thought, who’s that English 

lady?’ my Dad said, ‘but then when I listened to your message I couldn’t hear it anymore.’ 

My annual winter trips to Canada continued but with each year that passed my residence in the UK 

seemed more permanent. Conscious of expat friends for whom broadened horizons had had the 

unfortunate side effect of making them overly critical of both their home country and their adopted one, 

I made an effort to make peace with both. Then several years ago, after a visa issue that left me 

needing to return to Canada for several months, my Mom came to the UK for Christmas for the first 

time. We cooked grouse and red cabbage and pottered through the day, relieved of the pressure of 

finishing brunch in time to get the turkey and trimmings into the oven for dinner with the extended 

family. The next year she said, ‘that was so relaxing. Can we do it again?’ So we did. That year she 

brought me the latest book to grace the Canadian book lists: Will Ferguson’s Christmas memoir Coal 

Dust Kisses. Ferguson muses on the role of tradition and the importance of coming home, tracing the 

Christmas ritual which followed him from his northern Alberta childhood to a stint in Ecuador and then 

his years teaching English in Japan: coal dust kisses from Santa Claus on the cheeks of children on 

Christmas morning. Ferguson concludes from his journeys that ‘the trick with travelling is knowing 

when to stop, when to turn around and come back.’ But maybe there is also a trick in not turning 

around, in recognizing when roots can be transplanted to new soil. As my London-born, Polish/

Ukrainian-Canadian daughter celebrates her first Christmas this year, that hybridity is a lesson I hope 

she’ll carry with her.   
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Amy Mollett is Managing Editor of LSE Review of Books. In this piece, Amy reflects on 

adventure, family, and the comfort that books can unexpectedly give us.  

 

 

Any trip to Paris is not complete without a visit to the creaky, dusty, and immortally beautiful English-

language bookshop opposite Notre Dame on the Left Bank: Shakespeare and Company. Known for its 

well-stocked shelves full of books on an unimaginable variety of subjects, and for its history of 

accommodating authors and guests on the upper floors, Shakespeare and Company has come to 

occupy a special place in the heart of many residents, students, and those seeking some literary 

inspiration and refuge after a long day trawling the 3
rd

 or the 5
th
. I first encountered this book-lover’s 

institution in December 2011 on a long weekend to the City of Light, with the first flecks of snow 

rushing above me, drawing attention to the more menacing of Notre Dame’s gargoyles and 

highlighting the effortless way in which Parisians are able to dart into cafes and always find a table at 

the slightest risk of intempéries.  

Taking shelter from the snow and busying traffic, the book that I picked out from those shelves was 

Judith Schalansky’s Atlas of Remote Islands: Fifty Islands I Have Not Visited and Never Will. Born in 

1980 in East Berlin, Schalansky was unable to experience the rest of the world but learnt much from 

studying her parents' battered old atlas. An acclaimed novelist and award-winning graphic designer, 

she created this intricately designed guide to fifty of the world's loneliest places. Maps of the islands 

are accompanied by bizarre tales and folklore connected to each one, taking in the uninhabited Taongi 

Atoll, 2,200 miles southwest of the Hawaiian Islands, first discovered in 1526 by Alonson de Salazar, 
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but more recently the setting for the mysterious burial of adventurer Scott Moorman; and Cocos 

Island, 340 miles from the shore of Costa Rica, known for its rich sea life and stories of gold-hunters 

gone made with disappointment and despair. Though I felt far from home and distinctly not chic 

wearing my English brogues and apologetic French mumblings, this book gave me comfort at a time 

when I was experiencing some of my first adventures in other lands. The blurb describes the book as 

“a collection of Robinson Crusoes of all kinds”, and its contents will equally inspire the most intrepid 

explorers with passports full of stamps looking for a deserted paradise, and the more shy and meek 

navigators looking for something to contemplate. 

For the three years that I was an undergraduate at the University of Sussex, each December would be 

marked by the rush of December deadlines, followed by celebration and relief in a crowded seafront 

chippy, and finally the long train journey home for Christmas in Leicester. The train route from Brighton 

to Leicester is long and slow, though it does take in some exquisite sights: first the zooming out of the 

Brighton rooftops as the train departs, then out through the green and windy South Downs, quickening 

on the approach towards the hum of London. Reading material is essential once the sights of the 

south have passed, and the book I kept close for this specific journey is one that reminds me to try 

and be patient and understanding of those around me during the Christmas break, both human and 

animal. 

Gerald Durrell’s My Family and Other Animals is an endlessly enjoyable and warm autobiographical 

account of the author’s time as a child in Corfu in the 1930s. Durrell mostly spent this time running 

around the island with a menagerie of local wildlife which he kept as pets, accomplices, and bearers of 

blame to different degrees. Achilles the tortoise, Quasimodo the pigeon, and two puppies named 

Widdle and Puke, amongst others, all assist Durrell in his strive to understand the inner workings of 

the animal kingdom and to find his place in a difficult family and a new setting. Alongside the 

humorous tales of letting a scorpion and its young loose at a family dinner and Durrell’s efforts to 

secure a bat for his collection, the real value of this book lies in its reflections on family life and on the 

beauty of the natural world. On those journeys up to the midlands, Durrell’s writing would remind me 

that we all share a common root. My battered old copy – with front covered taped back on and a final 

page missing - will be at the top of my bag when in a few weeks the time comes to take the train once 

more. 

Both of these books show that amongst old battered editions, adventure and reassurance can be 

found, whatever the weather, and wherever your home. 
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