
The Russian author Boris 
Akunin claims, accord-
ing to a friend who saw 

him speak at a bookshop last 
year, that he can sort people 
into 16 ‘types’ based on which 
of his ErastFandorin books 
they like most and least. I’ve of-
ten wondered if one could make 
a similar claim for the works 
of Georgette Heyer, but this 
throws up an immediate prob-
lem. Not one of my acquaintanc-
es has ever managed to satisfactorily choose a Heyer novel to 
be their permanent favourite.

My own favourite Heyer novel is a constantly shifting entity. 
Does The Grand Sophy win the spot for its wonderful heroine, 
or does the unpleasant thread of anti-semitism taint all the 
rest? Which is better, These Old Shades or its sequel-of-sorts The 
Devil’s Cub? A Civil Contract is realistic and touching but does 
not always make me happy. Friday’s Child is a failure when I’m 

in the mood for romance, but 
I adore its Wodehousean side 
characters. I am all but alone 
in my love of the delicate, gen-
dered play that is the focus of 
Powder and Patch. And what 
about Cotillion, with its sub-
version of the romantic tropes 
of the genre that Heyer herself 
helped to create?

Then, a few months ago, I 
re-read Venetia and decided that perhaps this was Heyer’s best. 
Since then, unprecedentedly, my opinion has not wavered, 
though I’ve had to rethink what I mean by ‘best’ a few times. 

Venetia is simple enough. A young woman who has been 
stuck in the wilds of Yorkshire all her life meets the rake 
next door. Lord Damerel has a long and varied history (start-
ing with his elopement with an older woman in his extreme 
youth); in typical romantic hero fashion he’s less to blame 
than he seems. He makes no secret of his attraction towards 
his beautiful neighbour but this is far less important than what 
happens next; the two become friends. 

A friendship between the protagonists is not unusual 
in a romance novel, but the importance that the book 
places on that friendship is. Knowing that she has 

found a friend, that someone shares her sense of humour and 
recognises her literary references, is far more important to Ve-
netia than sexual attraction. This is not to say that the attrac-
tion isn’t there – and unlike most of Heyer’s heroines Venetia, 
blessed with a brother who is obsessed with Greek classics, 
has the vocabulary to talk about it, and about her intended’s 
past. Venetia probably 
contains more iterations 
of the word ‘orgy’ than 
the rest of Heyer’s works 
put together. 

Naturally,  no one 
thinks that a relation-
ship between a hard-
ened rake and a shel-
tered young woman is a 
good idea — particularly 
when, as we eventually 
learn, the young woman 
in question has been so sheltered she is protected from the un-
savoury facts about her family. Societal disapproval is a staple 
of fictional romance — except here, Damerel is as dubious and 
as overprotective as the rest.

What makes Venetia special, then, is that it’s not a case of lov-
ers against the world, but one of Venetia herself fighting alone 
to claim her own choices. She will reclaim her own family 
history, and decide for herself what her relationship with her 
parents and brother is to be. She will choose her own partner 
even if he is foolish enough to let her go. I find it particularly 
wonderful that there’s no insecurity over Damerel’s reaction 
to any of this; it’s clear that she trusts him to love her. 

I love Venetia for its likeable, flawed characters and the ban-
ter between them, and for the presence of multiple Classics 
geeks. But more than any of this, I love it because it centres its 
heroine’s desire and agency. I’m sure Heyer didn’t set out to 
write a feminist manifesto (and considering that Venetia’s goal 
is domestic bliss with a titled gentleman I’m not sure Venetia 
would qualify) but something rather special is going on here.

Left of Cool abandons the respectable and the popular, and turns 
its gaze to the odd and wonderful.
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Simple and articulate, 
Heyer’s Venetia is 
almost a feminist

Oscar-nominated screen-
writer Nora Ephron, known 
for romantic comedies When 
Harry Met Sally and Sleepless 
in Seattle, as well as books 
and essays, died in New York 
after battling leukaemia. She 
was 71. Ephron, who had 
suffered from acute myeloid 
leukaemia, died on Tues-
day evening at New York’s 
Presbyterian/Weill Cornell 
Medical Center surrounded 
by her family, they said in a 
statement. Reactions poured 
in from around the arts and 
entertainment community 
for the screenwriter who 
delighted millions with her 
flair for comedy, romance 
and the ability to tackle se-
rious subjects with insight. 
“She brought an awful lot 
of people a tremendous 
amount of joy. She will be 
sorely missed,” her publish-
er, Alfred A. Knopf, said in a 
statement.

New York Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg called her death 
“a devastating one” for the 
city’s arts and cultural com-
munity, and the Los Ange-
les-based Directors Guild 
of America called her “an 
inspiration for women film-
makers when there were 
few”. Writer and actress 
Carrie Fisher called Ephron 

“inspiring, intimidating, and 
insightful” and actor Martin 
Landau said she was “able to 
accomplish everything she 
set her mind to with 

great style”.
Ephron, who often par-

layed her own love life into 
movies like Heartburn and 
gave her acerbic take on ag-
ing in the 2010 essay collec-
tion, I Remember Nothing: And 
Other Reflections, had kept 
her illness largely private 
except for close friends and 
family. “At some point, your 
luck is going to run out... 
You are very aware with 
friends getting sick that it 
can end in a second,” Eph-
ron said in 2010, while pro-

moting the book. 
The elegant Ephron, 

known for habitually dress-
ing in black, urged aging 
friends and readers to make 
the most of their lives. “You 
should eat delicious things 
while you can still eat them, 
go to wonderful places while 
you still can... and not have 
evenings where you say to 
yourself, ‘What am I doing 
here? Why am I here? I am 
bored witless’,” she said.

She began her career as a 
journalist but transitioned 
into movies, leaving behind a 
legacy of more than a dozen 
films, often featuring strong 
female characters, which she 
either wrote, produced or di-
rected. She was nominated 
for three Academy Awards 
for Harry Met Sally, Sleepless 
in Seattle and the drama Silk-
wood in which Meryl Streep 
played an anti-nuclear activ-
ist. Other romantic comedies 
included You’ve Got Mail, star-
ring Meg Ryan, and her last 
film Julie & Julia in 2009, 
which had Streep portraying 
the fearless celebrity cook Ju-
lia Child. Ephron also wrote 
for the stage, authoring the 
2002 play Imaginary Friends 
about the rivalry of authors 
Mary McCarthy and Lillian 
Hellman, and Love, Loss and 
What I Wore, with her sister 
Delia, in 2009.   reuters
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I was going to buy a book on 
hair loss, but the pages kept 
falling out.
Jay London
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What makes Venetia 
special, then, is that it’s not 
a case of lovers against the 
world, but one of Venetia 
herself fighting alone to 
claim her own choices. 

 A few months ago, I 
re-read Venetia and 
decided that perhaps 
this was Heyer’s best. 

“You should eat 
delicious things while 
you can still eat them, 
go to wonderful places 
while you still can....”

Apologia for imperialism in 
the voice of a ‘good’ Muslim
Examining the war on terrorism, Irfan Husain’s work is riddled with orientalist cliches.  His 
‘authentic’ Muslim voice is used to defend the US onslaught, opines Salman Adil Hussain.
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Immediately after 9/11, ex-
diplomat and Pakistani 
columnist Irfan Husain 

was flooded with emails from 
Americans wanting to un-
derstand “where the suicide 
bombers had come from.” In 
Fatal Faultlines: Pakistan, Islam 
and the West he sets out to an-
swer their question, “Why 
us?” To do so, he borrows 
Samuel Huntington’s civili-
sational canvas and sketches 
a narrative of a millennium-
long conflict between Islam 
and Christendom that the US 
is now heir to: “[t]he leader-
ship of the Western, Judeo-
Christian world has passed on 
to America; with this mantle 
goes the poisoned chalice.” 
(p47) The poisoned chalice 
is Bernard Lewis’ “Muslim 
Rage”: Muslims are angry at 
having lost their position of 
prominence in world affairs 

to the West. They are seething 
with anger at their impotence, 
an anger they displace onto 
the US. 

Islamic extremism — “a 
reaction to the forces of glo-

balisation” (p13) — 
Husain assures his 
readers, is merely a 
temporary hiccup 
in the US-led march 
of human progress. 
In this day and age, 
when financiers and 
technocrats call the 
shots and ideology 
is becoming irrel-
evant, Islamic ex-
tremists are spoil-
ing our neoliberal 
paradise. But, just 
as “primitive tribes” 
lashed out with rage 
and impotence 
at modernisation 
only to lose out in 
the end, religious 

extremism will die out too. 
Drone attacks are “necessary 
and effective” (p181) in expe-
diting that eventuality for all 
military-age males within a 
strike zone. They do foster 
resentment, but only in Pak-
istanis living away from the 
places where men, women, 
and children done to death, as 
Rabindranath Tagore would 
have said, meet their fate by a 
decree from the stratosphere 
of American imperialism. “In-
terestingly, those in the firing 
line of the drones don’t share 
the views of majority of Paki-
stanis or human rights activ-
ists abroad.” (p105) People in 
North and South Waziristan 
say that the damage drones in-
flict is more contained in com-
parison with Pakistan Army’s 
artillery and aerial assaults. 
Since they prefer not to be 
bombed at a mass-scale, Hu-
sain tells us that they welcome 
drone attacks. (p11) In this, 
Husain has illustrious pedi-
gree. Of the Arabs subjected to 
RAF’s early twentieth century 
aerial bombing campaigns, 
said Hugh Trenchard, British 
Chief of Air Staff, “They have 

no objection to being killed.” 
Along with drones, Husain 

offers some “soft-power” so-
lutions to the Muslim prob-
lem. “In addition to armed 
militancy, there is a need to 
reduce the rampant religios-
ity that informs the public 
narrative in many Muslim 
countries.” (p191) The long-
term cure for the “virus” of 
Islamic terrorism is to edu-
cate the benighted Muslim 
masses. That the terrorists 
in most of the cases Husain 
discusses have a “modern 

education” and are well-off 
does not contradict his pre-
scription, since the specter of 
the fanatical Muslim horde is 
self-evident, “for every highly 
educated terrorist … there are 
hundreds of poor, illiterate, 
young men in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan who gladly join 
up to fight against the coali-
tion and the state for as little 
as five dollars a day.” (p191) 
No evidence is provided for 
staking this vile claim falsified 
by numerous studies. Eviden-
tiary requirements do not 

apply to Husain’s “personal 
exploration.” 

The Global War on Ter-
ror has spawned a cot-
tage industry of com-

mentators and “experts,” who 
simply repackage the Ameri-
can public’s commonly held 
beliefs and serve it back to 
them: The Muslims are crazy, 
they hate America (and each 
other), and America is a force 
for good. Husain primarily 
posits himself as an internal 
critic of Islam, but also offers 
some tepid critiques of the US. 
This double maneuver gives 
him more credibility with his 
readers: He is fair and bal-
anced. Suspended outside 
the context of power-rela-
tions, such “balance” serves 
to efface the violence that is 
imperialism. Besides, who 

better to provide apologia for 
the American Empire than an 
“authentic,” Muslim voice? 
Since the US has the largest 
military in the world, “it is 
inevitable that it has assumed 
the role of world policeman.” 
“Its economic and financial 
interests are so far-flung that 
it needs to maintain a global 
military presence.” The cop, 
however, is hated even by law-
abiding citizens. (p54) Empire 
is thus America’s cross to bear 
for “mankind’s progress” – 
the White man’s burden for 
the 21st century, if you will. 

Husain’s hackneyed mish-
mash of Orientalist clichés 
serves as a reminder of how 
the logic of the War on Terror 
subsumes its usual counter-
points. Islamophobia can be 
both denounced and pur-
veyed in the same breath. 
“Contrary to the general 
perception of Muslims as a 
monolithic mass of threat-
ening would-be terrorists, 
there are many shades of 
opinions, just as there are 
within followers of any faith. 
One crucial difference exists: 
Extremist followers from 
other religions generally do 
not turn into suicide bomb-
ers.” (p147) Islam is a religion 
of peace, as Bush and Blair 
never tired of proclaiming, 
and extremists are a very 
tiny minority within it. This 
tiny minority of anti-modern, 
bad Muslims, however, says 
something about the Mus-
lim whole. That is, Islam 
has a unique propensity for 
producing a violent fringe. 
Its extremist minority is 
now threatening to take over 
the Muslim world, and, in 
Husain’s words, “the United 
States leads the resistance 
to their power grab.” The 
American empire is simply 
magnanimously helping the 
good Muslims triumph against 
the bad ones for a better and 
safer world for all humanity. 
Faultlines is a good Muslim’s 
touching affirmation of this 
imperial mission.
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The Global War on Terror has spawned a 
cottage industry of commentators and “experts,” 
who simply repackage the American public’s 
commonly held beliefs and serve it back to them.


