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Sin, repentance, and 
forgiveness all play 
out in the parable of 

the Prodigal Son, the most 
illustrated biblical parable 
in Western art.

In 17th-century Spain, 
single biblical scenes, 
such as the reformed son 
returning home to his for-
giving father, were more 
commonly seen than a se-
ries of narrative paintings 
telling a story. Not until the 
1660s did Spanish art see 
the Prodigal Son story illus-
trated in its entirety when 
celebrated artist Bartolomé 
Esteban Murillo painted an 
ambitious series of six nar-
rative paintings.

Those six paintings were 
restored between 2012 and 
2018. And—for the first 
time in 30 years—the series 
can now be seen together 
in the exhibition “Murillo: 
Prodigal Son Restored” 
at the National Gallery of 
Ireland. The exhibition was 
curated by Aoife Brady, who 
is the gallery’s curator of 
Spanish and Italian art, and 
paintings curator Muirne 
Lydon, who led the restora-
tion efforts.

Included in the exhibi-
tion are insights into Mu-
rillo’s process of painting 
that were revealed during 
the paintings’ restoration. 
In addition, European art-
works that inspired Mu-
rillo’s Prodigal Son series, 
such as etchings by French 
artist Jacques Callot and an 
engraving by German Re-
naissance master Albrecht 
Dürer, are also on display.

The exhibition ends on 
Jan. 10, 2021, after which it 
will embark on an interna-
tional tour that begins at the 
Meadows Museum in Dal-
las, Texas, the date of which 
is yet to be confirmed.

The Best Artist in Seville
Seville-born Murillo (1617–
1682) lived and worked in 
Seville for over 40 years un-
til his death. Despite never 
leaving Spain and seldom 
leaving Seville, he had ac-
cess to other European 
cultures. Murillo’s Seville 
was a thriving merchant 
city frequented by foreign 
tradesmen, many of whom 
became his patrons.

Interestingly, Murillo’s 
fame escalated during a 
time of tragedy, when Se-
ville was hit by a plague and 
famine. Most of Murillo’s 
fellow artists, such as the 
Spanish painter Francisco 
de Zurbarán, fled Seville 
to the court of Madrid. 
Because Murillo’s patrons 
were mostly foreigners 
whose lives and livelihoods 
were largely unaffected by 
the disease, he kept work-
ing in the city, making him 
the preeminent painter  
of Seville.

Continued on Page 4

“The Prodigal Son Receiving His Portion,” 1660s, by Bartolomé Esteban Murillo. Oil on canvas; 41 1/8 inches by 53 inches. Presented by Sir Alfred and Lady Beit, 
1987; Beit Collection. 

all photos by NatioNal Gallery of irelaNd

Together Again: A Rare Spanish Prodigal Son Series
An exhibition of restored Murillo paintings at the National Gallery of Ireland

“The Departure of the Prodigal Son,” 1660s, by Bartolomé Esteban Murillo. Oil on canvas; 41 1/8 inches by 53 inches. Presented by Sir Alfred and Lady Beit, 1987; 
Beit Collection. 
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and teaching youngsters everything from 
dance to drawing. The arts return to the 
playground, where we can let our imagi-
nation and talent run wild.

And just as playing games like chess help 
keep our minds sharp, so too do the arts. 
The banker who plays Mozart on her piano 
for half an hour in the evenings, the car-
penter who sits on his porch at dusk pick-
ing his guitar, even the shy woman who 
in the privacy of her home reads and acts 
out the part of Ophelia in Shakespeare’s 
“Hamlet,” all are exercising their mental 
faculties.

Unexpected Pleasures
In 2004, I required the students in my Ad-
vanced Placement English Literature class to 
write a sonnet. To assuage the pained moans 
that greeted my announcement, I promised 
to write a sonnet as well.

And I fell in love.
For several years after writing that son-

net, I found immense—and intense—
gratification in composing poetry. Here 
every word counted, here were rules of 
meter, rhyme, and length, and I loved that 
I could carry phrases and lines in my head 
for days at a time, always tinkering away 
to make them clearer or to flow better. 
Though my verse eventually gave way to 
other writing, I fondly remember the re-
lief and happiness poetry brought me in 
those days.

Another example: When I was 11, my fa-
ther, a physician, gave me a “Visible Man” 
for Christmas, a plastic model displaying 
our organs and vessels. These pieces need-
ed painting, and I well remember sitting 
with my dad at a card table in the living 
room with the parts spread before us. Dad 
did much of the painting, and found there 

such enjoyment that he began painting 
on canvases, watercolors first and then 
moving into oils. What began at that card 
table became for him a lifelong avocation.

Passion is a watchword for the amateur.

Come On in, the Water’s Fine!
Long ago in an interview, writer Ray 
Bradbury was asked whether writing was 
painful for him. I had long heard of writ-
ers who told how they bled through their 
fingers, or how tough writing was, and I 
was surprised when Bradbury replied to 
the effect, “It should be fun. If it’s not fun, 
why do it?”

G.K. Chesterton appears to reinforce 
Bradbury with this well-known quip: 
“Angels can fly because they take them-
selves lightly.”

Taking ourselves lightly, having fun—
these should serve as part of the credo 

of amateur artists. As stated above, our 
creations, the hobbies we pursue, should 
bring us joy, release us from stress, toward 
a deeper understanding of the self, and a 
sense of play and creation.

When I was a boy, a neighbor used to 
sing Italian opera at the top of his lungs 
while riding his lawn mower, and my 
brother and I would snicker at him.

But that man had it right.
For the amateur, cultivation of the arts, 

even atop a mower, grows a garden in the 
soul.

Jeff Minick has four children and a grow-
ing platoon of grandchildren. For 20 
years, he taught history, literature, and 
Latin to seminars of homeschooling stu-
dents in Asheville, N.C., Today, he lives 
and writes in Front Royal, Va.  
See JeffMinick.com to follow his blog.

Learning some of shakespeare’s lines can keep 
your mind sharp. “ophelia,” circa 1865, by arthur 

hughes. oil on canvas. Purchased with funds 
from the Libbey endowment; gift of edward 

Drummond Libbey, 1952. toledo museum of art. 
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you don’t have to be an expert. Do what you love. 

As an Epoch VIP, you’re 
passionate about the 
traditional journalism and 
in-depth reporting you get 
in The Epoch Times. You’ve 
even sent us ideas on how to 
spread the word.  Here are 
some of the best suggestions 
from readers like you!
 

Request FREE Newspapers  
to Be Sent to Your Friends*
Submit the names and shipping 

addresses of your friends. You can 

request FREE newspapers for as many 

friends as you want. The Epoch Times 

will send the newspapers on your 

behalf for free. 

Newspaper Sharing
Simply pass your copy of The Epoch 

Times, or a section of it, to someone 

else after you’ve read it. Consider 

neighbors, friends, family, relatives, 

co-workers, teachers, golf buddies, and 

your boss.

Newspaper Placement
Place a copy of The Epoch Times at 

places where people typically wait 

such as doctors’ offices, dentists’ 

offices, hotel lobbies, airline terminals, 

barbershops, and beauty salons. Also 

consider placing copies at community 

centers, company cafeterias, break 

rooms, coffee shops, gyms, churches, 

automobile dealerships, or in your car.

Visit EpochShop.com.

 

Bumper Stickers
Put a bumper sticker on your car plus 

ask friends and family to put stickers on 

their cars as well. Visit EpochShop.com. 

 

Getting the Word Out
Word-of-mouth is always a great way 

to spread the news about The Epoch 

Times. Talk it up at your local library, 

meetings, birthday parties, special 

events, and with friends and family over 

the holidays.

Using Email and Social Media
Use technology to share stories from 

The Epoch Times. Forward our daily 

email MORNING BRIEF to friends 

and family. Share postings from our 

Facebook site and YouTube channel. 

Simply copy the URL and then send it 

with a brief note such as: “Here’s a story 

I thought you’d like to read.”

 

Displaying Your Poster
The Epoch Times SPYGATE poster has 

become legendary—so consider posting 

it on a wall at your home or office. When 

friends or business associates ask, explain 

what the poster is about and how they 

can get their own copy.

How to Share The Epoch Times  
With Your Friends and Family

* (1) Please log into your account at TheEpochTimes.com (2) Click your name to manage your account (3) Click “Request Free Papers” on the left menu bar and follow steps

Not a subscriber yet?  
Visit ReadEpoch.com
to learn more
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Jeff Minick

I
f a thing is worth doing, it is worth 
doing badly.” G.K. Chesterton, 
master of the aphorism, wrote 
those words in 1910 in “What’s 
Wrong With the World.”

Some readers interpret Ches-
terton’s adage as encouraging 

shoddy work or mediocre performance, 
but this analysis misses the mark by a 
long shot. In the chapter in which this 
sentence appears, Chesterton is defend-
ing the amateur against the professional, 
advocating specifically for the rearing 
of children by amateurs—in this case, 
mothers—as opposed to professionals 
like our modern day care workers.

“Amateur” derives from the Latin 
word “amare,” to love, and an amateur is 
anyone who does something—plays the 
guitar, picks up a brush and puts paint 
on a canvas, and yes, raises a child—for 
love rather than for money.

Ours is a culture of experts and profes-
sionals. Such people tell us how to de-
feat a virus, how to save our marriages, 
how to educate our children, and how, 
in fact, to do nearly everything under 
the sun.

In a culture so heavily reliant on ex-
perts, is there any room left for ama-
teurs? Do we still have a reason to do 
worthwhile things “badly”?

Let’s take a look.

Amateur Versus Professional
You wake one morning cold and clam-
my, and with pressure in the left side of 
your chest. Would you 1) walk to your 
friend’s house next door—she works for 
the city’s planning department—have 
her take your pulse and temperature, 
and ask for her medical opinion, or 2) 
walk to your friend’s house and ask her 
to drive you the Urgent Care Center?

Most of us would surely opt for choice 
No. 2. Professionals of all kinds are vital 
for our health and even our survival. 
None of us wants Alex the taxidermist to 
remove our appendix or Barbara the ac-
countant to say “Open wide” and yank 
out an aching molar with a pair of pliers.

On the other hand, we often leave to 
the “professionals” tasks we might bet-
ter do ourselves. Our founders, for ex-
ample, designed our country to be run 
by its citizens, not by professional poli-
ticians or bureaucrats. The pandemic 
that forced the closure of schools has 
made teachers out of many parents, and 
a number of them have discovered that 
they enjoy instructing their children at 
home. A 30-something woman of my 
acquaintance had the money to hire an 
interior decorator to remake her former 
house into an Airbnb, but decided to 

tackle the job herself and did a fantastic 
job of selecting paints and furniture for 
her enterprise.

When we amateurs act out of love and 
commitment, we can deliver amazing 
results.

The Arts and the Amateur
All too often, we live as spectators rather 
than as participants in the game of life. 
At concerts we listen to professional 
singers or musicians, and on televi-
sion we watch athletes playing sports, 
experts repairing old houses, or chefs 
creating fabulous dishes.

Taken in moderation, such entertain-
ments are harmless. They can whisk us 
away from the stress of our daily lives, 
furnish some excitement, and occasion-
ally even stir our passions.

But are we missing something?
Let’s pay a brief visit to the small, ficti-

tious town of Liberty Hill, North Caro-
lina. It’s a Saturday afternoon in July of 
1893, and your neighbor, Sam Moxley, a 
barber by trade, is suited up in his uni-
form and whistling his way down the 
street for a game at the local baseball 
diamond. Next door you can hear Doro-
thy Gillet playing ragtime on the piano 
for her ladies’ club. Across the way “Big 
Mike” Cox, who works as a blacksmith, 
is entertaining his children with sto-
ries and jokes. Two houses away farther 
down the street, Emmaline Johnson 
has set up her easel on her porch and is 
painting a watercolor of her friend Jincy 
while Emmaline’s husband, Patrick, is 
carving a basswood statue of a soldier 
for his grandson’s upcoming birthday. 
As you rock in your chair on your front 
porch, you can smell the perfume of 
the baking apple pies of culinary artist 
extraordinaire Elsa Dyson.

An overly idyllic portrait perhaps? 
Maybe. But the point is that before we 
created mass entertainment, amateurs 
largely amused themselves, blending 
joy with satisfaction while doing the 
things they loved and sharing their 
talents with others.

Lagniappe (That Extra Something)
These same bonuses and benefits can 
accrue to today’s amateur artists.

Painting a landscape, acting in a com-
munity theater, singing Bach’s “Mes-
siah” with a chorale, just as it did for our 
ancestors, an engagement with one of 
the arts can make us healthier, happier, 
and even more intelligent.

Many amateurs find immersion in 
creative activities rejuvenating, like 
taking a vacation, but while at home. 
Painting seascapes, for example, can 
sweep us away, however momentarily, 
from the budget crisis in the office or the 
stresses of daily life. Winston Churchill, 
who found relief from his political du-
ties in his watercolors, might serve as 
a grand example of this phenomenon.

Art also provides swing sets and slid-
ing boards for adults. Where I live in 
Virginia, I see many people riding mo-
torcycles, fishing, hiking, and canoeing, 
all for pleasure, but I also know men 
and women who find their fun in writ-
ing and playing music, directing plays, 

Winston Churchill painting beside Lake Geneva.

In a culture so heavily 
reliant on experts, is 
there any room left for 
amateurs?
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A High 5 for Amateurs:

Arts, Joy, 
Love

The

and

TRUTH and TRADITION 

ReadEpoch.comSUBSCRIBE TODAY

TRUTH and TRADITION 

EpochShop.com

SHOP TODAY!

Our subscribers love our  
honest-to-goodness journalism so 
much they’ve asked for more ways 
to share it with others. That’s why 
we created this shop, to help fans 

conveniently order our promotional 
materials and more of the 
original content they love.

Your subscription will not only provide you with 
accurate news and features, but also contribute 
to the revival of American journalism and help 
safeguard our freedoms for future generations. 

We aim to tell you what we see, not how to think; we 
strive to deliver you a factual picture of reality that 
lets you form your own opinions.

We believe that we live in truly epochal times, where 
the faithful representation of our current events 
won’t just be important for the people of today, but 
also for the generations to come. The records we 
keep now will directly inform the foundations of the 
history they’ll learn and the values they’ll cherish—
and this knowledge is what drives us.

Behind the 
Subscription

TRUTH AND TRADITION 

Learn more at

EpochSubscription.com

Week 42, 2020 Week 42, 20202 | ARTS & CULTURE ARTS & CULTURE  | 3



Library of Spain acquired a large and im-
portant collection of European artwork, 
especially Northern Renaissance art. The 
work of two artists in particular influenced 
Murillo’s Prodigal Son series: an engraving 
by German master Albrecht Dürer and a set 
of 10 etchings by French artist Jacques Callot.

“Despite never leaving Spain, he was an in-
ternational, outward-looking artist, capable 
of recasting stories from different traditions 
and art forms into a native context,” Brady 
said in the exhibition catalog.

Murillo made his own additions and in-
terpretations of the parable. The exhibition 
catalog gives several examples. For instance, 
he depicted the prodigal son’s mother and 
sister in the first two scenes, as the son re-
ceives his inheritance, and in the scene of 
his departure; the mother and sister are not 
mentioned in the biblical tale.

In “The Prodigal Son Feasting,” the son’s 
moral decline looks almost tame: “Prevailing 
values of decorum in 17th-century Spain led 
Murillo to lend an unusual air of modesty 
to a scene described as ‘wild’ in the biblical 
text,” explains the exhibition catalog. Other 
European paintings of the subject, particu-
larly of the Dutch and Flemish schools, em-
braced more wild scenes.

Murillo depicted the moment when the 
prodigal son realizes his fall from grace 

in the painting “The Prodigal Son Driven 
Out.” In the painting, the son is being ex-
pelled from a brothel; there’s no descrip-
tion of this in the biblical text. The cata-
log also mentions that the addition of the  
procuress, the old lady in the background, 
is exceptional in Western art. “Her presence 
may refer to the young man’s desengaño—
the turning point in the narrative in which 
the sinner is disillusioned by material  
and carnal pleasures and awoken to the 
error of his ways, which immediately pre-
cedes repentance,” according to the exhibi-
tion catalog.

The last scene in Murillo’s series of paint-
ings, “The Return of the Prodigal Son,” devi-
ates from the biblical story; it doesn’t show 
the scene of the brother’s resentment.

Murillo’s ‘The Return of the Prodigal 
Son’ Returns
Murillo’s Prodigal Son series is one of only 
two narrative cycles he painted, and the 
only cycle still in its entirety. How this rare 
Spanish artwork reached Ireland is another 
remarkable story and a testament to its pres-
tige and beloved appeal throughout time.

Today, we’re fortunate to observe the full 
series of Murillo’s narrative paintings due to 
the incredible efforts of the Earl of Dudley. In 
1867, the Englishman bought five of Murillo’s 

Prodigal Son paintings from Spanish politi-
cian and businessman José de Salamanca y 
Mayol. The earl then set his heart on acquir-
ing the sixth and final painting to complete 
the series: “The Return of the Prodigal Son.”

Having been owned by a succession of il-
lustrious Spanish collectors, Murillo’s “The 
Return of the Prodigal Son” has a celebrated 
past. The painting’s last Spanish owner was 
Queen Isabella II of Spain and her consort, 
who gifted the painting to Pope Pius IX  
in 1856.

After a series of negotiations with the Vati-
can, the earl finally fulfilled his wish: In 
1871, he paid a remarkable price to reunite 
Murillo’s cycle, exchanging two Italian Re-
naissance paintings—Fra Angelico’s paint-
ing “Virgin in Glory With Saints Dominic 
and Catherine of Alexandria,” and a Boni-
fazio di Pitati painting of the holy family—
and 2,000 gold Napoleons to reunite “The 

Return of the Prodigal Son” with the other 
five paintings.

The Beit Collection
In 1896, gold and diamond magnate Alfred 
Beit bought the series. His nephew, Sir Alfred 
Lane Beit, who inherited the series sometime 
later, remodeled rooms to accommodate the 
paintings in his Kensington Palace Gardens 
mansion in London and later in Russbor-
ough House, County Wicklow, Ireland.

The Beit family cherished the series. Even af-
ter they’d gifted the paintings to the National 
Gallery of Ireland in 1987, along with price-
less masterpieces by the likes of Johannes 
Vermeer and Diego Velázquez, it was only 
Murillo’s Prodigal Son series that the Beits 
stipulated be returned to their home, Russ-
borough House, each summer until 2002.

Now, more than 350 years after the series 
was painted, Murillo’s impactful, visual sto-
rytelling of his Prodigal Son cycle of paint-
ings still charms viewers. In these paintings, 
Murillo demonstrates the power of both the 
parable and visual storytelling, emphasizing 
the tale’s universal relevance regardless of 
creed, time, and place.

To find out more and to see the “Murillo: 
Prodigal Son Restored” exhibition online, 
visit NationalGallery.ie

For the first time in  
30 years, the series of  
six painting can now be 
seen together.

“The Prodigal Son 
Feasting,” 1660s, by Bartolomé 
Esteban Murillo. Oil on canvas; 
41 1/8 inches by 53 3/8 
inches. Presented by Sir Alfred 
and Lady Beit, 1987; Beit 
Collection. 

“The Prodigal Son Feeding 
Swine,” 1660s, by Bartolomé 
Esteban Murillo. Oil on canvas; 
41 1/8 inches by 53 inches. 
Presented by Sir Alfred 
and Lady Beit, 1987; Beit 
Collection. 

“The Return of the Prodigal 
Son,” 1660s, by Bartolomé 
Esteban Murillo. Oil on canvas; 
41 1/8 inches by 53 inches. 
Presented by Sir Alfred 
and Lady Beit, 1987; Beit 
Collection. 

“The Prodigal Son Driven 
Out,” 1660s, by Bartolome 
Esteban Murillo. Oil on 
canvas; 41 1/8 inches by 53 
inches. Presented by Sir Alfred 
and Lady Beit, 1987. Beit 
Collection. 
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Continued from Page 1

The Prodigal Son Parable
The Prodigal Son parable is a classic story 
of redemption. One day, the youngest of 
two brothers approached his father for an 
advance on his inheritance. Not long after 
he’d been given his portion of the family 
fortune, the young man gathered his be-
longings and left home for a far-off land.

In the new country, he embraced a life 
of debauchery, spending until he became 
destitute. Famine soon came to the coun-
try, and without any money, the poor 
young man had to find work to survive. 
He hired himself out as a swine herder, 
and it’s there in the field that he began to 
repent. He even became envious of the 
pigs’ food because he had nothing. He 
thought back to his father: Even his fa-
ther’s servants were fed well. He decided 
to return home and humbly confess his 
foolishness.

Once home, the son is greet by his father 
who runs out to meet him with much joy. 
The son admitted that he’d sinned against 
heaven and had not honored his father. 
And he requested to be treated as one of 
his father’s servants. But the jubilant fa-
ther ordered his servants to dress his son 
in finery and that the fattest calf should be 
prepared for a feast, all in celebration of his 
son’s return. His son had been lost but had 
found his way back home.

When the elder son returned from working 
in the fields, he became enraged with jeal-
ousy when he heard about the celebration. 
He confronted his father as to why, as a loyal 
and hardworking son, he had never been 
rewarded in this way. The father simply tells 
his son that they have always been together 
and all that is the father’s is also the son’s.

A Few Firsts for Spanish Art
Murillo’s depiction of the entire Prodigal Son 
parable was pioneering for Spanish narra-

tive painting. Not only was it the first paint-
ing cycle of the story in Spain, but two of the 
scenes had never before been seen in Span-
ish art. These are depicted in “The Prodigal 
Son Feasting” and “The Prodigal Son Driven 
Out.” This is because local Sevillians “valued 
the decorous and restrained over the overt 
and exuberant,” Brady explained in the ex-
hibition catalog. For Spanish sensibilities, 
those scenes would have been considered 
unseemly and uncouth.

There’s no evidence of the series ever hav-
ing been displayed publicly, and the patron 
of the paintings is unknown, although there 
are various speculations. Because of the lo-
cal sensibilities and the licentious nature of 
the aforementioned two scenes, scholars 
have speculated that the patron may have 
been foreign.

Other experts believe the patron must 
have been connected to Seville as the series 
is steeped in local references. According 
to the Irish Arts Review, some experts be-

lieve that Sevillian nobleman Don Miguel 
de Mañara, Murillo’s friend and patron, 
may have commissioned the series based 
on his own life. As a young man, Mañara 
had led a life of debauchery which he later 
repented, dedicating his life to austerity 
and constructing a charitable hospital in 
Seville that Murillo decorated.

Set in 17th-century Seville, Murillo’s paint-
ings give viewers a distinctly Spanish biblical 
story. For instance, the leather chairs in “The 
Prodigal Son Receiving his Portion” and the 
bowls and jugs in the feasting scene show 
distinctive Spanish metalwork. Even the pigs 
that Murillo’s prodigal son feeds are native 
Black Iberian pigs, still bred in Spain for the 
traditional cured ham: jamón ibérico.

Murillo had no native art of the parable 
to guide him. According to Brady, he took 
inspiration from Spanish theater: Lope de 
Vega’s 1604 play “El Hijo de Pródigo” and 
José de Valdivielso’s 1622 play of the parable.

And during Murillo’s lifetime, the National 

Fine Arts

Together Again: A Rare Spanish Prodigal Son Series
An exhibition of restored Murillo paintings at the National Gallery of Ireland
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knew that the utterly devastating, Grim 
Reaper firepower of a SOC-R boat (Special 
Operations Craft-Riverine) needed to be 
seen to be believed.

To pick back up on the rescue of agent 
Morales: Fleeing the cartel truck convoy in 
a commandeered turquoise pickup, escap-
ing Team 7 drives straight into a jungle riv-
er, and—water being SEALs’ cozy comfort 
zone—swims out the submerged truck’s 
windows underwater.

Since it’s a “hot extract,” their rescuing 
SOC-R boat crew hauls up sideways, right 
on time, and lays down a truly shocking, 
pulverizing barrage of bullets on what 
would normally be a deadly, six-truck car-
tel convoy. Talk about outmatched. The 
high-decibel braying of the boat’s mini-
guns and the gut-registering pounding 
of the 50-caliber machine guns is elec-
trifying.

This is the first film ever to use all live 
ammunition—not seen before because 
it’s too dangerous. But with actual SEALs 
on the guns, for whom this is just another 
day at the office, when live rounds are 
fired, a yard-long flame leaps off the gun 
muzzles. And that, ladies and gentlemen, 
is why these affairs are called “firefights.” 
I watched a YouTube video about these 
boats, and the SOC crew captain said, re-
garding their awesome firepower, words 
to the effect of, “Anyone who engages one 
of these boats will be immediately sorry 
they did.”

The real actors chosen for the film are not 
major stars, so they blend in well with the 
real-SEAL cast. Likewise, the facts and the 
fiction aspects are entwined fairly seam-
lessly.

The only aspect of the film that is slightly 
weak is the voiceover, which is done by a 
real SEAL Dave. The combat footage, while 
not real, is realistic in the sense that the 
SEALs were given free rein to plan and 
carry out missions just as they would in 
real combat situations.

It’s rare in film that the nonactors can 
actually act, but in “Act of Valor,” this 
situation works for the most part. What 
becomes recognizable is that these qui-
et, humble men, handsome but not ex-
traordinary at first glance, carry in their 
speech and in their walk something rather 
ominous. That might be because a SEAL 
weighing 130 pounds can do a 13-mile 
run carrying a hundred-pound pack on 
his back.

What is valor? An ex-SEAL, in a Men’s 
Journal interview, describes an act of her-
oism as only being valid if you don’t tell 
anyone about it. I cut out a paragraph from 
the magazine and put it on my corkboard. 
The best sentence: “If you could never tell 
anyone, ever, that you had climbed Mount 
Everest—would you climb it?”

The film ends with a dedication to all U.S. 
Navy SEAL and Special Warfare Combat-
ant Crew killed in action since 9/11, along 
with their names, and photos of civilian 
first responders.

The above-described humble heroism 
on display in “Act of Valor” is a new insight 
into the creed of true warriors. It made me 
realize that the phrase “Thank you for your 
service” doesn’t get said nearly enough in 
American society today.

Veadov), a drug kingpin.
Christo’s thugs kill Ross, roll Morales up 

in a Persian rug, ferret her away to a jungle 
stronghold, and put a power drill through 
her hand.

This rescue is a job for Batman, Super-
man, or Bandito Platoon—SEAL Team 7. We 
meet them when Lt. Rorke tells Chief Dave 
that Rorke’s wife is pregnant. Soon, seven 
SEALs from Team 7, including Rorke, Dave, 
Ray, Sonny, Ajay, Weimy, and Mikey, deploy 
to Costa Rica to rescue agent Morales.

With the exception of Rorke Denver, who’s 
a published author, all the other SEALs go 
only by their real first names. Their back-
stories ring true, such as handsome, acne-
scarred Weimy’s (the team’s sniper), who 
grew up in a Midwestern town so dull that 
local teens bowled frozen turkeys down 
supermarket aisles for fun. He joined the 
SEALs to get a life, and Ajay was a former 
Muay Thai fighter.

The team HALO (high-altitude, low-
opening) parachute jump into the Costa 
Rican jungle and conduct stealth recon-
naissance. Hearing agent Morales’s cries 
for help, they go in early. Rorke and Weimy 
provide sniper overwatch, while the rest, 
led by Dave, go door-kick and room-clear 
the compound, putting down enemy com-
batants.

The most interesting of these encounters 
is Dave’s submerged swim up the murky 
channel behind an armed lookout. He puts 
only his hands out of the water; Weimy 
snipes the guard, and the guard’s poten-
tial loud splash is muffled by Dave’s soft, 
aquatic catch. Talk about SEAL stealth.

The SEALs recover Morales, along with 
her info-laden cellphone, but the raid tips 
off the enemy, who encroach lickety-split 
via a truck convoy. The SEALs steal a pick-
up truck and vamoose. More on how the 
SEALs finesse their escape in a minute.

Next Plot Twist
The intelligence gathered from agent Mo-
rales’s phone reveals Christo and Abu Sha-
bal to have been childhood friends, who 
now share a joint terrorist project: outfit-
ting jihadi suicide bombers with ceramic 
explosive vests that can bypass metal de-
tectors. Shabal’s got the anti-American 
suicide squad; Christo’s drug smuggling 
offers tunnels for them to penetrate the 
United States.

Will SEAL Team 7 intercept and exter-
minate Shabal and the suicide squad? Will 
SEAL Team 4 (brought in specifically to 
capture Christo) succeed? Team 7 links 
up with Mexican Special Forces to capture 
Shabal, but during a firefight one of our 
boys dives on a grenade to save his team-
mates before it detonates …

New Genre
In 2012, the world hadn’t yet seen the level of 
stealth that SEALs are capable of, nor had we 
witnessed the SWCC (Special Warfare Com-
batant-Craft) gunboat crews in full action.

We hadn’t seen SEAL equipment like the 
Mark V SEAL special-operations boats, 
which are like mechanized marine pred-
ators: low-slung, blacked-out, stealth-
rigged, with monster engines, and fast as 
mako sharks.

Directors Scott Waugh and Mike McCoy 

‘Act of Valor’
 Director  
 Scott Waugh, Mike McCoy

Starring 
Active-duty U.S. Navy 
SEALs, Roselyn Sánchez, 
Alex Veadov, Jason Cottle, 
Nestor Serrano

Rated 
R

Running Time  
1 hour, 50 minutes

Release Date 
Feb. 24, 2012

MARK JACKSON

hen you meet an active-du-
ty U.S. Navy SEAL, he has a 
look. He has an intensity and 

an aura that’s almost impossible to repli-
cate. He may have been training and on 
active duty for 20 years. How can an actor 
recreate that?” So said director Scott Waugh 
in the press notes for the 2012-released, 
state-of-the-art war movie “Act of Valor.”

Since the termination of Osama bin 
Laden and the hyperaccurate sniping of 
Somali pirates by U.S. Navy SEALs, SEALs 
have been front and center in the world’s 
spotlight.

Of course they’ve been portrayed before, 
in dramatically compelling but realistically 
nonsensical Hollywood fare like “G.I. Jane” 
starring Demi Moore and “Navy SEALs” 
starring Charlie Sheen, but up until “Act 
of Valor,” we’d never seen these military 
masters in their natural habitat. As co-di-
rector Mike McCoy concurred in the press 
notes: “The U.S. Navy SEALs in combat are 
far more than anything Hollywood could 
ever write.”

The “Act of Valor” cast is made up largely 
of real-life, active-duty SEALs. Can these 
warriors bring the goods, acting-wise? Sort 
of, but they don’t really have to. They just do 
what they do, and due to new camera tech-
nology, we get to be flies on the wall in the 
submarine, on the sniper ghillie suit, and 
inside the jump goggles and dive masks of 
SEALs. The result is slightly mind-blowing. 
It ushered in a brand new film genre.

‘This Story Is Based  
on Real Acts of Valor’
The above line glows white on the dark 
screen before the movie kicks off. Action: 
In the Philippines, the U.S. ambassador, 
his kid, as well as an elementary school full 
of children are killed by Chechen terrorist 
Abu Shabal (Jason Cottle) driving an ice-
cream truck bomb.

Meanwhile in Costa Rica, two CIA agents, 
Walter Ross and Lisa Morales (Nestor Ser-
rano and Roselyn Sánchez), compare notes 
about their target, Christo Troykovich (Alex 

A New War 
Movie Genre

FILM INSIGHTS 
WITH MARK 
JACKSON

Mark Jackson grew up in Spring Val-
ley, N.Y., where he attended a Waldorf 
school. At Williams College, his pro-

fessors all suggested he write pro-
fessionally. He acted professionally 

for 20 years instead. Now he 
writes professionally about 

acting. In the movies.

ALL PHOTOS COURTESY OF RELATIVITY MEDIA

(Above) SEAL pallbearers carry their fallen comarade, in “Act of Valor,” a movie using real SEALs rather than actors. (Below) Abu Shabal (Jason Cottle, R) approaches his team of terrorists 
manufacturing undetectable explosive vests. 

POPCORN AND INSPIRATION

The SWCC (Special 
Warfare Combatant-

Craft) gunboat crew of 
a SOC-R boat (Special 

Operations Craft-River-
ine) come to their SEAL 

brothers-in-arms res-
cue, with guns blazing.
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The plot is imaginative, and the 
screwball characters become more 
sympathetic as the story unfolds. But 

what’s most appealing about “Anx-
ious People” is what always makes 
a Fredrik Backman novel worth 
reading: the wonderful writing 
and the brilliant insights into the 
things in life that truly matter most.
Not that I’d tout everything he’s 

written. I cringed when his publisher 
marketed his “Deal of a Lifetime” as 
“a modern Christmas classic” when, 
truth is, it had next to nothing to do 
with the Christmas holiday, and 
besides, it has a glaring hole in its 
premise.

Other Works by Backman
If you’re new to Fredrik Backman 
and “Anxious People” leaves you 
wanting more, his best is “A Man 
Called Ove,” concerning a 59-year-
old curmudgeon whom the reader 
comes to love, not because he chang-
es but because he becomes more 
sympathetic as the novel unfolds. 
It’s heartbreaking yet humorous.

Delightfully quirky characters 
and whimsical humor also gratified 
readers of his next two novels. “My 
Grandmother Asked Me to Tell You 
She’s Sorry” is a charming tale about 
the relationship between an odd and 
precocious 7-year-old girl and her 
77-year-old grandmother who be-
queaths her the task of embarking on 
an offbeat apology tour. “Britt-Marie 
Was Here” is a moving story about an 
obsessive-compulsive, socially in-
ept 63-year-old busybody long con-
vinced she will leave life with hardly 
anyone knowing she was here.

His masterpiece work “Beartown” 
is on its surface about small-town 
people hoping that their junior 
hockey team might bring them na-

tional glory and with it economic 
revival. Suddenly, a terrible incident 
changes everything, not only shat-
tering the dream but also tearing 
the community apart. This superb, 
serious work about right versus 
wrong, fear versus courage, and the 
importance and limits of friendship 
and loyalty reveals Backman to be 
a novelist of astonishing depth and 
broad range.

It had a sequel, “Us Against You,” 
and Backman is insisting on turning 
it into a trilogy. My wish would have 
been for just one “Beartown,” prefer-
ably followed by other serious works 
of its quality. And also more like his 
earlier ones with delightfully quirky 
characters and whimsical humor 
that also featured exceptional char-
acter development.

A college dropout who just turned 
39, Fredrik Backman was working as 
a forklift driver at a food warehouse 
when publication of “A Man Called 
Ove” catapulted him to worldwide 
fame. His remarkable gift for mix-
ing just the right blend of wisdom 
and humor in portraying the human 
experience has made him one of the 
world’s most beloved and most pop-
ular novelists—and one of its finest.

The “Ambassador of Good Fiction” 
series recommends to our readers 
a work of fiction, giving informa-
tion not just about the novel but 
also what makes its author worth 
checking out—and, when possible, 
interviewing that author.

A writer and favorably reviewed 
novelist himself, Fred J. Eckert 
has been a member of Congress 
and twice served under President 
Ronald Reagan as a United States 
ambassador.

“Seated Maiden  
Lacing Her Sandal,” 

1920, by Ernst Seger. 
Alabaster and bronze; 

16.5 inches tall. 

‘Seated  
Maiden Lacing 

Her Sandal’  
and a Welcoming Lake
WAYNE A. BARNES

Some pieces of art move me so that I am 
compelled to write about them—what 
they look like, but more often, how I see 
the scene in its own history. This is what 
the series “Taking You There” is about.

A 
young woman walks down a trail 
through the woods. She has been 
this way many times—as though 
it is her trail, her woods.

She takes the turns around tree and 
boulder, a slow descent, and finally hears 
a familiar sound.

It is water tumbling through the air and 
into a pool below. There is a mellow percus-
sion as it joins the splash at the base of the 
falls. Around the next bend, she is upon 
it—more than a pond, not large enough 
to be a lake—a welcoming body of water 
sheltered by tall trees.

It is morning, and mist is suspended just 
above the surface. The sun finds its way 
through leaves and branches to create a 
million sparkles.

It is her time to bathe, and she undresses. 
She slips off her sandals and shakes her 
head, long tresses flowing past her shoul-
ders. Her robe is tossed across a low boul-
der, its folds cascading to the ground.

She knows the mountain lake is cold, fed 
by distant melting snows from the higher 
range. It may be frigid, but it enlivens her. 
After a few moments, the water begins to 
cleanse instead of bite. It soothes her soul.

A round rock halfway from the shoreline 
breaks the surface. She stops on her way 
and mounts the gray granite. She kneels, 
perched as the mermaid in Copenhagen’s 
harbor, but nary a traveler will ever see 
her here—not a lonely place, but a place to  
be alone.

She rises to her full height, arms stretched 
above, and dives into the deep blue-green. 

TAKING YOU THERE

THE AMBASSADOR OF GOOD FICTION

‘Anxious People’ by Fredrik Backman

She moves rhythmically through the water, 
dolphin-like, then a wide-arc pull of her 
arms brings her to the surface. The water-
fall churns but a few feet away. She revels in 
it, plunging with a perfect surface dive. She 
is lithe and lively, a water nymph frolicking 
in her liquid domain.

Leisurely strokes bring her back to shore, 
and she sits upon her tousled robe. She 
takes a deep breath, nostrils flaring, and 
raises her chin to see blue sky through the 
boughs above. She quickly fixes her hair 
into a low bun. A dark amulet, a single band, 
a gift from her father, encircles her upper left 
arm, contrasting with her alabaster flesh.

She picks up a sandal and reclines to slide 
it onto her foot. It is the beginning of anoth-
er day. But she cannot know this moment 

will be captured in stone. The year is 1920, 
and it will be 99 more before her image, 
in this idyllic place, will be described in 
long-deserved words. And thank you, Ernst 
Seger, for bringing to life, this—“Seated 
Maiden Lacing Her Sandal.”

This article, reprinted with permission, 
was originally published on Wayne-
BarnesWriting.com 

Wayne A. Barnes was an FBI agent for 29 
years working counterintelligence. He had 
many undercover assignments, includ-
ing as a member of the Black Panthers. 
His first spy stories were from debriefing 
Soviet KGB defectors. He now investigates 
privately in South Florida.

FRED J. ECKERT

Reading “Anxious People” 
reminded me why I be-
came such a huge admirer of 

Swedish novelist Fredrik Backman. 
He can be laugh-out-loud funny, 
an incredibly insightful observer, 
a wise philosopher, and a master-
ful manipulator of emotions, some-
times even all on the very same 
page. He is without a doubt one of 
today’s finest novelists.

“Anxious People” is an exception-
ally entertaining read. Some say it’s 
even better than his phenomenal 
debut novel “A Man Called Ove.” 
It’s not. But it is one of the best fun 
reads of the year.

The plot is just a bit reminiscent of 
a Donald E. Westlake comic caper. 
A good and decent person whose 
marriage has suddenly crumbled 
is desperate for enough money to 
pay rent and fears losing custody of 
the couple’s two little girls unless the 
money is found soon. As a result, this 
very ordinary person becomes the 
world’s most reluctant bank robber, 
carrying a gun the robber thinks is 
fake but isn’t.

The world’s most reluctant bank 
robber tries to rob exactly one 
month’s rent—nothing more—and 
intends to return the money later 
with interest. But the bank rob-
ber unwittingly targets a cashless 
bank—a cashless bank!—where 
behind the counter stands an in-
credibly stupid young girl who first 
asks, ”Are you some kind of a joke, or 
what?” then mocks the money de-
mand for being so ridiculously low, 
and asks, “Are you really going to try 
to rob a cashless bank, or what? Are 
you, like, totally stupid?” She then 
announces she’s calling the police.

So the bank robber, who, of course, 
couldn’t rob a cashless bank, flees to 
a nearby apartment building and 
bursts into a room full of people 
who are at an open-house viewing 
of an apartment for sale. And sud-
denly the world’s most reluctant 
bank robber becomes the world’s 
most reluctant hostage-taker.

The bank robber, who by accident 
has become a hostage-taker, now 
must cope with what the bank rob-
ber/hostage-taker comes to view as 
the world’s worst hostages. Also deal-
ing with all of them are two of the 
small city’s police officers, a father 
and son team—never a good idea 
in police work—the older one intent 
on doing the right thing, the younger 
one intent on doing things right.

It’s a zany cast of characters Back-
man has assembled. Besides the 
bank robber/hostage-taker and 
father and son cops, these anxious 
people include the real estate agent 
and seven prospective buyers who 
are held hostage and, in the process, 
learn a lot about one another and 
about themselves, which is the un-
derlying point of the story.

It’s humorous, but some of the fun-
ny is a bit too much, such as when 
during police interviews everyone 
speaks like a character performing 
in a Neil Simon play.

There are a lot of surprising twists 
and turns, but too many coinci-
dences.

And there’s mystery: No demand 
is made for release of the hostages 
other than that the police set off a 
first-rate fireworks display that can 
be viewed from the apartment. Even 
more strange is that upon safe release 
of the hostages, the police storm the 
apartment only to find no trace of the 
bank robber/hostage-taker.

COURTESY OF WAYNE A. BARNES

Nary a 
traveler will 
ever see her 
here—not a 
lonely place, 
but a place 
to be alone.

Author Fredrik 
Backman. 

LINNEA JONASSON BERNHOLM

This book tells how 
not to rob a bank.
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Eric BEss

S
ometimes, things appear too 
good to be true. The dangerous 
and harmful can be masked by 
promises of beauty and plea-
sure.

I’ve been thinking a lot lately about 
promises of worldly utopia and how 
these promises have historically led to 
bloodshed. Ideologies such as these often 
give their adherents a sense of superior-
ity grounded in a moral absolutism that 
refuses any opposing viewpoints, and 
in so doing, enemies are created out of 
those who would otherwise be friends.

Why do we continuously accept ide-
ologies that lead to violence and harm? 
Is it simply because they seem good on 
the surface? Thinking about accepting 
things that initially seem good but turn 
out to be detrimental leads me to the epic 
story of the Trojan Horse.

Troy Seals Its Fate
In Book II of Virgil’s “Aeneid,” Aeneas 
sorrowfully tells the story of Troy’s fall 
from a Trojan’s perspective. Troy and 
Greece had been at war for some time. 
The Greeks were losing but came up with 
a plan to try to shift the war in their favor.

The Greek soldiers decided to build a 
massive wooden horse in which they 
could hide and, at the perfect opportu-
nity, strike the Trojans. They left the horse 
at the gated entrance of Troy, and the Tro-
jans were dumbfounded at the wooden 
horse’s seemingly random appearance.

The Trojans found a young Greek, 
Sinon, with the horse when they went 
to investigate. Sinon told them that the 
Greeks fled after a failed sacrifice.

The Trojans asked Sinon the meaning 
of the horse, and he told them that it was 
an offering to the goddess Minerva. If 
the Trojans harmed the horse, Minerva 
would harm them, and if they brought 
the horse into their city, Minerva would 
bless them.

The Trojan priest, Laocoon, warned 
the Trojans that it was a trick and threw 
his spear at the horse in protest. Two 
giant serpents rose from the sea and 
engulfed Laocoon and his two sons. 
The Trojans took it as a sign from Mi-
nerva, and they wheeled the large horse 
through their gates and into their city.

That night, while all of the Trojans 
were resting, Sinon opened the belly of 
the wooden horse to let out the hiding 
Greeks, and they spent the night un-
leashing havoc on the unsuspecting city.

The Movement in Tiepolo’s Composition
The Italian 18th-century painter and 
printmaker Giovanni Tiepolo organized 
a high-energy but balanced composition 
as a study titled “The Procession of the 
Trojan Horse in Troy” for a painting that 
is now lost. The left side of the composi-
tion is heavier than the right because of 
the size of the wooden horse. The size 
and contrast of the horse make it the fo-
cal point of the composition.

The figures at the bottom left of the 
composition help push the horse into the 
city, and the figures toward the bottom 
right help pull the horse in. The push-
ing and pulling of the figures causes 
their bodies to be angled diagonally, and 
figures composed diagonally appear to 
have more energy than figures that are 
composed horizontally or vertically.

Though the left side of the composition 
is heavier than the right side, the compo-
sition maintains balance because there 
is a sense of movement occurring from 
left to right.

This movement from left to right is a 
gestalt-type design element, in which 
the whole of the composition has greater 
impact than the sum of its parts. In other 
words, our minds are impacted by the 
impression of movement that the whole 
composition gives us instead of a sense 
of imbalance that could be suggested by 
the heavier left side.

Facing the Fate of the Trojan Horse
Unfortunately, it’s much more difficult 
to look at our lives as a whole in the same 
way Gestalt psychology suggests we see a 
composition. We seem to be more likely 
to compartmentalize aspects of ourselves 
that we particularly like or dislike, and we 
thus analyze ourselves in parts instead of 
as a whole.

For instance, we may analyze our 
finances, or our health, or our relation-
ships, our education, our spirituality, 
and so on, with the idea that if the part is 
improved, maybe the whole will be too.

But who are we holistically? It may be 
impossible to see ourselves as a whole 
since it’s difficult for us to remember ev-
ery aspect of our past and we don’t know 
our future. Does this make us more sus-
ceptible to taking on harmful beliefs and 
practices that we otherwise would not? 
Does this make us more likely to accept 
“Trojan horses” into our own lives?

The unfortunate truth about a Trojan 
horse is that none of us know it’s a Trojan 
horse until it’s too late. We sometimes ac-
cept things—objects, ideas, people—into 

our lives that seem good, beneficial, fun, 
exciting, and so on, and only later do we 
find that these things are not as we ini-
tially thought.

Those of us who express our sincere 
concerns about the potential danger-
ous consequences of accepting certain 
objects, ideas, and people into our lives 
sometimes find ourselves experienc-
ing a backlash we weren’t expecting. 
Perhaps even when we can see evil in 
our midst, as Laocoon did, anger—his 
throwing the spear—is not a wise reac-
tion. It may lead to further harm and 
unexpected consequences.

To me, the Trojan horse is the epitome 
of unexpected harm, but it is also fated. 
Could the Trojans have avoided this fate? 
At one point in Virgil’s epic poem, Venus 
tells Aeneas that the fall of Troy is the will 
of the gods.

We may not be able to control fate itself, 
and attempts to do so may easily be 
co-opted by mindsets of manipulation, 
greed, jealousy, and so on. And these 
mindsets become pathways for harm 
to enter our lives and the lives of those 
around us.

What we can do is control how we 
respond to what happens in our lives. 
And this is what I get from Tiepolo’s 
composition: balance. Tiepolo painted 
what was fated to happen: The citizens of 
Troy bring in the horse that will be their 
demise, and there’s no stopping it. The 
weighted left side will soon enough be 
the weighted right side, and the pendu-
lum swings as it will.

Tiepolo painted this event with so much 
movement that we’re unable to see the 
painting without expecting the inevitable. 
All of the citizens, by way of their own 
efforts, push and pull the inevitable in. 
Everyone, despite whether they’re on the 
right or left side of the horse, has a hand in 
Troy’s demise.

We’ve had an eventful 2020 to say the 
least. Maybe, because of a lack of balance 
in our approach to living, none of us are 
innocent: Maybe we all are complicit in 
these events as they unfold for better or 
for worse.

We don’t know what the future holds. 
But maybe, if we don’t lash out in anger 
at what appears to be our fate, if we in-
stead question ourselves on how we’re 
inclined to respond to our circumstanc-
es and take a balanced, that is, calm 
and rational approach to what may 
seem inevitable, maybe fate will spare 
us the harm of having Trojan horses in 
our own lives.

Facing the Fate of the Trojan Horse:  

‘The Procession of the  
Trojan Horse in Troy’

Reaching Within: What traditional art offers the heart

The unfortunate 
truth about a 
Trojan horse 
is that none of 
us know it’s a 
Trojan horse 
until it’s too late.

Art has an incredible abil-
ity to point to what can’t 
be seen so that we may 
ask “What does this mean 
for me and for everyone 
who sees it?” “How has it 
influenced the past and 
how might it influence 
the future?” “What does 
it suggest about the hu-
man experience?” These 
are some of the questions 
I explore in my series 
“Reaching Within: What 
Traditional Art Offers the 
Heart.”

Eric Bess is a practicing 
representational artist.

“The Procession of the Trojan Horse in Troy,” circa 1760, by Giovanni Tiepolo. Oil on canvas, 15.3 inches by 26.3 inches. National Gallery in London. 
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The Great Detective Fought the Anarchists
BEnjamin WElton

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) 
was never a fan of his most popular 
creation, the so-called great detec-
tive Sherlock Holmes. As much as 

readers loved the adventures of the su-
persleuth and his biographer, Dr. Watson, 
Doyle preferred writing historical romanc-
es like “The White Company” (1891) and 
“Rodney Stone” (1896) rather than detec-
tive stories.

Doyle’s disdain for Holmes ran so deep 
that he killed off the character in Decem-
ber 1893 with the publication of “The Final 
Problem.” The story features the apocalyp-
tic duel between Holmes and the “Napo-
leon of crime,” Professor James Moriarty. 
Moriarty, the criminal supervillain of the 
Holmes canon, manages to wrestle Holmes 
to the bottom of Switzerland’s Reichenbach 
Falls, thereby ending the career of litera-
ture’s greatest detective.

Fans call the period between the pub-
lication of “The Final Problem” and “The 
Adventure of the Empty House” the Great 
Hiatus. The sadness over the loss of Sher-
lock Holmes was supposedly so great that 
Londoners took to wearing black armbands 
as a sign of public mourning. Doyle eventu-
ally gave in to public pressure by not only 
publishing the standalone novel “The 
Hound of the Baskervilles” (1902), which 
is widely considered the supreme Holmes 
novel, but ultimately restarting the Holmes 
stories with 1903’s “The Adventure of the 
Empty House.”

The Holmes that returned was differ-
ent, however. My book, “Hands Dabbled 
in Blood” (Thought Catalog, 2014), goes 
more in depth about the reasons for these 
changes, but suffice it to say that the world 
had changed significantly between 1893 
and 1903. Prior to his plunge in Switzer-
land, the 19th-century Holmes typically 
worked cases featuring sunbaked Anglo 
colonists recently returned from India or 
South Africa, wayward Englishmen, or the 
criminal class of Londoners drawn to the 
imperial metropole.

In the first Holmes novel, “A Study in 
Scarlet” (1887), Dr. Watson characterized 
Holmes’s London as “that great cesspool 
into which all the loungers and idlers of the 
Empire are irresistibly drained.” By 1903, 
Doyle began casting a wider and more in-
ternational net for his villains.

A Different Kind of Criminal
During what I call the Post-Reichenbach 
Falls era (1903–1928), the Holmes stories 
explicitly dealt with political issues such 
as the naval rivalry between Britain and 
Germany, the influx of foreigners into the 
United Kingdom, and the rise of anarchist 
violence on the Continent and in the United 
States. Immigrant anarchists and German 
spies become the most common villains in 
the latter Holmes stories.

In “The Adventure of the Six Napoleons” 
(1904), Holmes and Dr. Watson do battle 
with an Italian anarchist who is described 
in the most unflattering ways. Called “an 
alert, sharp-featured simian man with 
thick eyebrows and … the lower part of the 
face like the muzzle of a baboon,” the Ital-
ian anarchist is guilty of the unusual crime 
of stealing and smashing busts of Emperor 
Napoleon. The descriptions of the anarchist 
reek of the criminological pseudoscience 
of Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909), who be-
lieved that criminality was biological and 
related to atavism.

Doyle, a follower of scientific trends, likely 
agreed with some of Lombroso’s theories. 
Doyle was also a student of history, as an 
Italian anarchist would undoubtedly share 
the Jacobin disdain for Napoleon, whom 
the far-left has long blamed for tempering 
the ideals of the French Revolution.

Another story, “The Adventure of the Red 
Circle” (1911), features a shadowy group of 
Italian criminals known as the Red Circle. 
The Red Circle is described as part revolu-
tionary sect and part extortion racket like 
the Black Hand group that was then ter-
rorizing Italian immigrant communities 
in the United States.

The American flavor of “The Adventure 
of the Red Circle” is so strong that it fea-
tures a private detective named Leverton, 
a member of the same Pinkerton agency 
that protected President Abraham Lincoln 
during the U.S. Civil War and engaged in 
the labor wars of the 19th century on the 
side of businesses and managers.

Political radicals even make an appear-
ance in the final Holmes novel, “The Valley 
of Fear” (1915). Set mostly in the coal mines 
of Pennsylvania, “The Valley of Fear” is a 
thinly veiled retelling of Pinkerton detec-
tive James McParland’s real takedown of 
the deadly Irish labor union, the Molly 
Maguires.

The Post-Reichenbach stories serve as 
a timely reminder of the prevalence of 
political violence and how much radical 
ideologies are intertwined with common 
criminality. The Molly Maguires and the 
many Italian and French anarchists who 
committed bomb attacks throughout Eu-
rope in the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries believed that their use of violence was 
just, much in the same way as others today 
see the wanton destruction of property as 
just. The truth is and has always been that 
these groups committed horrific crimes 
and engaged in antisocial behavior that 
negatively impacted the lives of everyday 
people.

Like the bust-smashing con in “The Ad-
venture of the Six Napoleons,” political rad-
icals have always delighted in destruction, 
never in creation. Thankfully, at least in 
fiction, they tend to be met with righteous 
force in the form of the law and its protec-
tors. Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson are 
such guardians of law and order.

The late Sherlock Holmes stories may be 
inferior to their predecessors in many ways, 
but they do show a less bohemian, more 
patriotic Holmes. In what is his swan song, 
“His Last Bow” (1917), Holmes defeats an 
insidious German spy out to weaken the 
British Empire during the beginning of the 
Great War. This is a perfect capstone for the 
detective who spent the better part of the 
19th century saving the honor of several 
British women, and the 20th century de-
feating the forces of anarchism and revo-
lutionary violence.

Sherlock Holmes was and is much more 
than a detective—he is the spirit of justice 
administered with a powerful mind and a 
firm belief in the rightness of social order 
and peace.

Benjamin Welton is a freelance writer 
based in New England.
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The sadness 
over the loss 
of Sherlock 
Holmes was 
supposedly 
so great that 
Londoners 
took to 
wearing black 
armbands as a 
sign of public 
mourning. 
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Holmes and moriarty struggle at 
the reichenbach Falls, a drawing 
by sidney Paget from “The Final 
Problem,” 1893, by arthur conan 
Doyle, which appeared in The 
strand magazine. 

in his later years, sherlock 
Holmes thwarted 
criminals who posed a 
threat against society. The 
preeminent detective’s 
statue near baker street 
in London.

The cover illustration of “beeton’s christ-
mas annual” magazine, 1887, featuring 
arthur conan Doyle’s “a study in scarlet.” 
beinecke rare book and manuscript Library, 
Yale university. 
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arthur conan Doyle, sherlock Holmes’s cre-
ator, in 1914.

illustration by H. m. brock for “The adven-
ture of the red circle,” 1911, by arthur 
conan Doyle, in The strand magazine.
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A 
large band of ban-
ditos, led by a man 
named Calvera (Eli 
Wallach), has been 
plaguing a small 

Mexican village for years. They’ve 
parasitically attached themselves 
to the remote place, taking what 
they want but leaving the farm-
ers just enough to survive and 
grow new crops—just so they can 
return and reap their ill-gotten 
gains again.

Determined to finally shake off 
their tormentors, a small contin-
gent of men from the village travel 
to another settlement to seek help. 
When they arrive, they encounter 
a mysterious drifter named Chris 
Adams (Yul Brynner). After they 
inform him of their plight, Chris 
agrees to back them up. However, 
he’s only one man—but not for long.

A fellow drifter, Vin Tanner 
(Steve McQueen), signs up to help 
out, after losing all of his money 
in a local gambling bid.

Chris’s old buddy Harry Luck 
(Brad Dexter) shows up, as does 
Lee (Robert Vaughn), knife-fight-

er Britt (James Coburn), half-Irish, 
half-Mexican Bernardo O’Reilly 
(Charles Bronson), and firebrand 
Chico (Horst Buchholz).

Each man has his own motivation 
for joining the group; for instance, 
Chico is a young man who is out to 
prove himself, while Bernardo is a 
veteran gunfighter who has fallen 
on hard times and needs the mea-
ger $20 that Chris is offering.

When they arrive at the village, 
they find the locals willing to fight 
for their turf. The seven gunfighters 
commence to training the villag-
ers and also set up defensive forti-
fications. Everyone settles in and 
awaits the return of the bad guys.

That day eventually comes—
Calvera and his band of raiders 
ride back into the tiny settlement. 
Only this time, he is surprised to 
find Chris and his posse waiting 
for them. The lead bandit senses 
that the seven defenders are a 
major threat and tactfully retreats 
back to his base. However, Chico 
managed to infiltrate the bandits 
and is able to relay information 
to Chris and the village leaders.

Somehow, the bandits manage 
to sneak into the village and set up 
an ambush for Chris and his men. 
Surprisingly, instead of killing 
them, the bandits’ leader merely 
orders the seven men to lay down 
their guns. Calvera tells them to 
leave the village and never return. 
Chris and his men reluctantly 
abide by the bandit leader’s terms.

Eventually, Chris and his men 
return to the village and force the 
bandits into a showdown—with 
the innocent villagers caught in 
the middle. But who will survive 
and who won’t?

Director John Sturges does enough 

to make his version—a remake of 
1954’s epic “Seven Samurai” di-
rected by Akira Kurosawa—its own 
unique animal.

The film’s classic score, by bril-
liant composer Elmer Bernstein, 
fits the Old West visuals very capa-
bly. And performance-wise, Bryn-
ner is fantastic as the black-clad, 
mysterious gunslinger whose face 
reveals much more than his few 
words let on. McQueen is equally 
fascinating as Brynner’s right-
hand man. The only complaint I 
have is that Bronson’s character 
wasn’t given more screentime—

but with such a star-studded en-
semble, it’s understandable for 
the sake of the film’s runtime.

“The Magnificent Seven” is an up-
lifting classic that shows not only 
the resilience of common people 
but also the unexpected kindness of 
strangers. It’s an empowering film 
that emphasizes comradery and 
resistance in the face of tyranny, 
no matter what the odds.

Ian Kane is a filmmaker  
and author based out of Los  
Angeles. To learn more,  
visit DreamFlightEnt.com

The film emphasizes 
comradery and 
resistance in the 
face of tyranny, no 
matter what the 
odds.

Public Domain

Old West Tale of 
Resistance to 
Tyranny

‘The Magnificent Seven’
Director
John Sturges
Starring 
Yul Brynner, Steve McQueen, 
Charles Bronson
Running Time
2 hours, 8 minutes
Not Rated
Release Date
Oct. 12, 1960 (USA)

(l–R) Yul brynner, 
Steve mcQueen, Horst 

buchholz, charles 
bronson, Robert 

Vaughn, brad Dexter, 
and James coburn in a 
publicity shot for “The 

magnificent Seven.” 
Fox Film corporation.
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(l–R) Steve mcQueen, Yul brynner, and charles bronson. one by one gunmen join the cause. Steve mcQueen (l) 
and Yul brynner in “The magnificent Seven.”
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