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As Kingsley Amis, the unquestionable master of dipsography
1
 observes, alcohol is a “contentious” 

topic (197). Yet, there has been a plentiful supply of publications which focalize drink, from the 

eighteenth-century The Drinker’s Dictionary (1736) by Benjamin Franklin to the very recent Volcanic 

Wines (2016) by John Szabo. A bookshelf of publications concerning drink might contain volumes 

which meet various tastes and expectations: bartender handbooks, oenophilic studies, or guides to 

whiskies, also such seemingly (and deceptively) exotic ones as those distilled in the Land of the 

Cherry Blossoms, the proof to be found in Dave Broom’s The Way of Whisky: Journey Around 

Japanese Whisky (2017). 

Among the latest titles is A Short History of Drunkenness (2017) by Mark Forsyth, in which he 

approaches the theme from the historical perspective. The title might be slightly misleading, possibly 

implying a didactic tinge. However, Forsyth’s book is nowhere near that kind of format, his style 

being both informative and entertaining. This said, even though A Short History of Drunkenness is 

much informal and interspersed with witticisms, it does draw on a rich bibliography, including 

scientific journals, poetical works, anthropological studies, and even the Bible. Consequently, despite 

its stylistic lightness, it is based on extensive reading. 

In general, Forsyth follows Chesterton’s observation that “no animal ever invented anything so 

bad as drunkenness – or so good as drink” (234). Thus, A Short History of Drunkenness concentrates 

on the cultural significance of drink, from the prehistoric period to the short-lived experiment of 

American Prohibition,
2
 the author’s explanation being as follows: “Even though the active 

ingredient—ethanol—is identical, people will alter their behaviour depending on the origins and 

cultural associations of the tipple in question” (2). Forsyth provides a variety of examples: for 

instance, the habit of pouring beer on the ancestors’ graves by members of a Kenyan tribe (4), 

elaborate drink rituals performed by the Ancient Egyptians (36-49), or the social implications of the 

English gin epidemic of the 1700s, described in great detail in the chapter titled “The Gin Craze” 

(151-168). 

Admittedly, the socio-cultural aspects of drink have been discussed in quite a number of books, 

so Forsyth’s attempt might seem unoriginal, which to an extent it inevitably is, yet he manages to 

remain fairly idiosyncratic. What Forsyth does while surveying the various cultural and historical 

backgrounds is to show that the question of drinking and drunkenness goes far beyond the simple 

sober vs. drunk opposition. In order to do this he searches for examples in the animal world. One 

such is the fact that unsuccessful male fruit-fly suitors overindulge in fermented products when they 

have their “romantic advances spurned by a cruel and disdainful female fruit-fly” (Forsyth 8). It is not 

that Forsyth suggests the fair sex is to blame for the (admittedly) predominantly male problem of 

drink abuse, but the image does seem to evoke the lovelorn males drowning their sorrows. Another 

                                                 
1
 In other words, a comprehensive study of drink. 

2
 In the same chapter Forsyth explains that Prohibition was not, as many might think, an American invention, 

for alcohol had earlier been banned in places such as Norway, Finland or even New Zealand (cf. 225). 



Wojciech Klepuszewski, ”Book Review: A Short History of Drunkenness by Mark Forsyth.”                                                                                 

Nationalism Today. Nationalism Yesterday. Nationalism Tomorrow. 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 6, no 1/2017  Page 3 

 

drink-based analogy can be found in the results of an experiment in which the consumption of 

alcohol among rats proves to affect mainly males of the lowest hierarchical position (cf. Forsyth 9), 

which is certainly most telling in terms of the relation between drinking and the social status. 

Emphasizing the role of drink in various contexts is the dominant feature of A Short History of 

Drunkenness. A good example is the manner in which drink could have contributed to the revolution 

in Russia: “In 1914, Tsar Nicholas II outlawed the sale of vodka in all Russia. In 1918, Tsar Nicholas 

and all his family were executed in a basement in Yekaterinburg. These two facts are not unrelated” 

(Forsyth 201). One might ponder here whether this is not a far-fetched suggestion, but Forsyth’s 

further explanation does provide some food for thought when he relates to the theory that the 

1914-17 period encompasses the only time in Russian history during which the Russians were 

capable of a more sober judgement of the way they had been ruled (cf. 202). By the same token, 

Forsyth reveals the function of drink in the world of politics when he refers to the mechanism of 

winning voices by George Washington during the 1758 elections to the House of Burgesses, 

Washington’s election expenses including a whole list of drinks offered during the campaign (cf. 182-

183).  

Discussing the various historical and cultural perspectives, Forsyth does not forget to touch upon 

the religious backgrounds, particularly in the chapter called “The Bible” (71-80). His comment that 

“Jesus started his career in a shower of booze” (77) sounds slightly Monty Pythonesque, but 

otherwise it is not only a reference to Jesus turning water into wine at Cana, but a reminder of the 

significance of this particular drink in the Christian rites. However, to the more devout Muslims, 

Forsyth’s discussion on drink and Islam may appear somewhat blasphemous, even though it is based 

on hard facts. These include the story of Babur, the founder of the Mughal Empire, and his 

propensity for drink, or an interesting artefact preserved for posterity, namely “a wine jug carved 

with the words Allahu Akbar” (Forsyth 114) used by his great-grandson, Jahangir. Forsyth briefly 

attempts to explain the complexity of the (non)drinking phenomenon in the Islamic world, drawing 

the following conclusion: “Drinking is forgivable. A Muslim, in most sects, could drink and then 

repent. But believing that drinking is not a sin, is a sin” (114).  

One of the most interesting chapters, “The Wild West Saloon” (182-200), dispels the Hollywood-

made myths to be found in the western movies. Step by step, Forsyth debunks various clichés, such 

as the famous batwing doors (cf. 191), which in reality looked differently, much as the general 

topography of the saloon as such. In a similar vein, Forsyth compares the rules governing the 

behaviour at the bar, which also differed from those available in films.  

Apart from rebutting various misconceptions concerning drink, Forsyth’s discussion makes one 

realise that drink was an important part of the human culture long before we commonly believe it 

appeared on the scene. To those convinced, for instance, that the beer culture belongs to the public 

houses, it will be enlightening to read the passages about the Sumerian beer vats, which allowed to 

brew different kinds of the drink: “barley beer, emmer-wheat beer, brown beer, dark beer, light 

beer, red beer, sweet beer, beer with honey and all sorts of other spices” (Forsyth 29). And all this 

dating back more than 5000 years. 

Finally, drink and the language, or more precisely the lexical matters. On the definitional level, 

Forsyth outlines the difference between the Greek symposium and the Roman convivium (84), 

explains that vomitorium (cf. 86) is mistakenly believed to serve the very purpose it suggests, and 

that “Mā-ul-Hiāt” (116) is the Arabic equivalent of ‘the water of life’. From a morphological 

perspective, he ponders on the existing drink collocations and compounds: “There’s a reason we 

have lager-louts but not vermouth-vandals or Campari-contrarians” (Forsyth 3).  

If there is anything Forsyth’s book is short of it is probably the more contemporary focus, but 

admittedly, the area for discussion in this respect is so wide that it requires a separate study. 

Instead, Forsyth includes an interesting futuristic perspective for drink aficionados:  
 

Sagittarius B2N. It’s a cloud 26,000 light years away, and those who start the journey will not be there 

for its completion. But it’s 150 light years across, and three million times the mass of the sun: an 
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unimaginably vast cloud of naturally occurring space alcohol. And there, finally, in the nether-reaches 

of nothingness we shall, because we are human, become cosmically drunk. (231) 

 

This seems to be the modern equivalent of the Valhalla, where, as Forsyth writes in the chapter 

about the Vikings, the deceased warriors will be “drunk for ever” (130). Whether such a finale is a 

blessing or a curse is another matter, but as A Short History of Drunkenness perfectly shows, drink, 

drinking, and, most importantly, drunkenness is a phenomenon inherent in our culture, and its 

‘history’ goes on.  
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