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FOCUS

When words go up in flames
by  stephen marche

I declare today “International Read a Koran Day.”

The threat of  a Koran burning by Terry Jones, the pastor of  the tiny Dove World 
Outreach Center, which caused the world tremendous anxiety this week, also provided us 
with an unexpected kind of  cross-cultural understanding.

Every time I looked at the mustachioed, blockheaded face of  Mr. Jones on television, I 
couldn't help thinking that I was experiencing what it must be like for ordinary, decent 
Muslims to see terrorists using Allah to justify blowing up bus stations or daycare centres.

Although I wanted badly just to dismiss Mr. Jones as a freak, he didn't come out of  
nowhere. As painful as it may be to admit, book-burning is an endemic Western disease, 
with deep cultural roots.

Even in the age of  Kindle and the iPad, books retain enough power as symbolic objects 
that burning them produces widespread outrage and horror. Physical books – pages 
bound between covers – seem to have kept their unique affiliation with human bodies.

In threatening to 
burn the Koran, 
that obscure 
Florida pastor 
evoked a 
horrible tradition 
with deep roots, 
writes Stephen 
Marche
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It was Heinrich Heine, a 19th-century German poet, 
who famously observed that “where they burn books, 
they will ultimately burn people.” Later, tragically, 
the Nazis burned his books, including Almansor, the 
play in which the famous line appears. Even the 
word “Holocaust” is a reference to burnt sacrifices, 
as if  everything, whether flesh or paper, was 
consumed in the same fire.

One of  the most iconic images of  the Third Reich, 
after the frightened Jewish boy with his hands in air, 
is the photograph of  a soldier hurling texts into 
flames during the book bonfire of  May 10, 1933.

It is an image not merely of  brutal cruelty, but also 
of  German self-annihilation. On that occasion, 
along with Heine, the Germans burned works by 
Marx and Freud and Einstein. If  they had read 
Einstein instead of  burning him, they might have 
developed the bomb and won the war.

Almansor, incidentally, is a history play, with a Muslim 
hero, describing the Spanish Inquisition. The 
Spaniards burned Hebrew Bibles as well as Korans. 
Their strategies during the Reconquista translated 
easily to their conquest of  the New World.

At the end of  Elias Canetti's 1935 novel Auto-da-Fé, 
one of  the major works that won him the Nobel 
Prize in 1981, the hero burns alive inside his library; 
that's how Canetti prophetically and apocalyptically 
imagined the horrors of  the 20th century, which was 
only just beginning to show its capacity for 
destruction.

Pastor Jones himself  made no reference to his 
distinguished forebears in the book-burning business; 
but he definitely and self-consciously belongs to the 
tradition of  violent, militant Christianity.

You can spot it by the whininess, the elaborate 
charade of  playing the victim. “How long are we 
going to bow down?” he asked the CNN anchor to 
whom he granted an interview. “How long are we 
going to be controlled by the terrorists, by radical 
Islam?”

Fortunately, Terry Jones is neither a Nazi nor an 
Inquisitor; he doesn't have their moral clarity or 
intelligence or coherence.

“Our message is very clear,” he said, signalling that 
his message was anything but clear. “It is not to the 
moderate Muslim. Our message is not a message of  
hate.”

Say what you will about the Nazis or the Inquisitors, 
they knew that they hated and they knew who they 
hated and why. Terry Jones doesn't have the depth to 
be a Nazi. He's too simple to be an Inquisitor. 
Maybe that's why he stopped himself.

Mr. Jones is closer to a reality-television star, hustling 
for the flash of  the spotlight. A show where he joins 
a mosque and learns to love Islam is probably 
already in the works.

His play for mainstream attention started with cheap 
signs outside his church reading, “Islam is of  the 
devil.” When they didn't garner enough attention, 
he moved on to talk about burning Korans.

His domination of  this news cycle is the equivalent 
of  the “accidentally” “misplaced” homemade porn 
of  Kim Kardashian. It's the grand American story – 
a performer pulling himself  up the ladder of  
notoriety rung by rung.

And Mr. Jones's plan worked to perfection, 
provoking angry responses from Secretary of  State 
Hillary Clinton – the wet dream of  every nutbar 
conservative – and even General David Petraeus, the 
top U.S. and North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
commander in Afghanistan, whose plea, echoed by 
the Obama administration, was disheartening in its 
vapidity: Is the current political climate so savage in 
the United Statesthat the only way to attack the 
burning of  books is by evoking the safety of  
American troops?

Mr. Jones craved fame through horror.
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In the Western tradition, fame through horror is as 
old as fame or horror, dating back to the destruction 
of  the Temple of  Artemis in Ephesus in 356 BC.

The arsonist on that occasion was Herostratus, who 
revealed that he burned the temple – one of  the 
Seven Wonders of  the Ancient World – to 
immortalize himself.

That disgraceful act of  self-promotion, like Terry 
Jones's proposal for “Burn a Koran Day,” had the 
desired effect.

Even though the Ephesians banned the mention of  
his name, consigning him, by law, to oblivion, the 
historian Theopompus let it slip in his Hellenics. And 
now Herostratus is being mentioned in a newspaper 
2,354 years after his death.

Mission accomplished.

The Ephesians had the right idea. I suggest that 
immediately after you finish reading this article, you 
never, ever read another piece about Terry Jones, no 
matter what he does or doesn't do.

Now that “Burn a Koran Day” has been cancelled, I 
think I can officially declare today “Read a Koran 
Day.” After all, I have at least 50 friends, which is 
more than Terry Jones has.

Take all the energy and time you would have spent 
on thinking about a small pastor from a small 
congregation in a small town, and read the Koran 
instead.

The first passage is from Book 5, “The Table,” Verse 
13, on the Christians: “Forgive them and overlook 
their misdeeds, for God loves those who are kind.”

Stephen Marche is a novelist and the culture columnist for 
Esquire magazine.
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