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Introduction




Each December, the staffof mental_floss gathers for our Genghis Khan Is Dead Cocktail Party. The GKID Cocktail Party was originally known as the Christmas Party, until it came to our attention that many members of our staffdo not celebrate Christmas, causing us to rename it the Holiday Party. But that didnt mollify some folks, either because they didnt celebrate any holidays in December or because they were generally opposed to merriment. So, for a while, we just called it the Winter Event, but then one of our resident science nerds argued that associating winter with December alienates all those who live in the southern hemisphere and experience winter in June. So, finally, we decided to celebrate Genghis Khans death, because (1) hes dead, and (2) everybody agreed he was a jerk.

At mental_floss, our cocktail parties are all about sounding (and, to a lesser extent, being) smart. If you cant hold your conversational own, youre in trouble.

And at the most recent GKID Cocktail Party, as it happens, I could not hold my own. I mistook my Thomas Hobbes for my John Locke. I confused my martinis and my vodka martinis. I found myself half-remembering great witticisms, but failing to recall if they were originally spoken by Samuel Johnson, or Mark Twain, or Confucius. Admittedly, this had something to do with the boozing. But on a deeper level, I just couldnt skate through intellectual conversations the way cocktail partiers need to.

And so this book was born.

Our aim here is to take a variety of topics you (and I) sort of halfway hazily remember, and give you all the knowledge you need to survive even the most rigorous cocktail party conversation.

Now, you wont find any tips and tricks on how to discuss celebrity breakups, the weather, or recent movies, which we realize are all common cocktail party topics. We trust that you can fake your way through those conversations. But should Joan of Arc come up, we want you to feel every bit as comfortable discussing her wacky antics as you do chatting about those of Britney Spears.

In addition to all the basic information youll need on a topic, weve collected handy conversation startersbecause really, what fun is it to know a lot about the Kama Sutra if you cant wedge your expertise into conversation? And weve included helpful pronunciation guides, because nothing endears you to cocktail party acquaintances quite like correcting their pronunciation of W. E. B. Du Bois. Plus, well tell you about some cocktail party situations where it will be appropriate to drop your knowledge.

I feel confident Im going to rock next years GKID Cocktail Partyand so can you. (Well, assuming you can swing an invitation. J. Lo wanted to come last year but the mental_floss brass was all, like, Sorry, but Diddys coming and that could be really awkward.) Our sincere hope is that youll never again have to worry about sounding like a fool at a partyunless, that is, you fail to keep your martini consumption in check. Which reminds me of something Dorothy Parker once said: I like to have a martini / Two at the very most. / Three, Im under the table / Four, Im under the host. (See how it works?!)

John Green
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[image: ]Alexander the Great




Name-dropping: Alexander (pronunciation: um, obvious) (356323 BCE). Noted emperor who once ruled half the world despite never seeing his 34th birthday. Alexanders biggest regret? Not living long enough to forcibly capture the state of California and prevent Oliver Stone from making a wretched biopic of his life.

When to Drop Your Knowledge: Knowledge of Alexander will come in handy if you ever find yourself at a cocktail party with Oliver Stone. Also, when the party goes late and most people have gone home and you and your friends sit around and try to think of ways to take over the world, your strategizing might benefit from knowledge of the Master.

The Basics

He lived his life, and fought his wars, more like the game of Risk than anyone before or since: Find an army, beat it, leave a couple board pieces to protect your flank, and move on. Alexander the Great to most, to the Persians he was simply Alexander the Please Stop Conquering Us.

The son of Greek emperor Philip II, Alexander grew up under the tutelage of no less a teacher than Aristotle. (In a characteristic act of ingratitude, Alexander later ordered the execution of Aristotles nephew.) He assumed the throne at age 20, and when some Greek cities were slow to swear allegiance to him, he ordered the execution of all his rivals to the throne and then marched off to ensure his control of all Greece.

Death of a Macedonian

Alexander enjoyed marching through Greece so much that he went on to invade the Persian Empire. By 332 BCE, he had liberated all of Persia and Egypt. His army was the best trained in the world at the time, and he employed a huge cavalry force along with Special Teams Forceslike bands of commandos who attacked at night with javelins. (Although they are now primarily utilized in a universally unwatched Olympic sport, javelins were once considered top-notch weapons.)

After 10 years of constant conquering, Alexander had nearly reached the Ganges River in India when his soldiers decided they were tired and wanted to go home. They mutinied, and although Alexander had the leaders of the rebellion executed, he was sympathetic to his soldiers, forgave most of them, and agreed to stop fightingat least for a while. Fortunately for the soldiers and unfortunately for Alexander, the Great Emperor died soon after going to Babylon to regroup and solidify his empire.

Probably the greatest general of antiquity, Alexander was also capable of blind cruelty. He ordered countless executions and preferred invasion to negotiation. But he was also the first great multiculturalist: After conquering the Persian Empire, he adopted Persian dress and many of their customs, and even staged a mass wedding at which his soldiers were married off to (rather unwilling) Persian girls.

Good to Know

Alexanders epitaph is one of the most famous in history: A tomb now suffices him for whom the whole world was not sufficient. But in all likelihood, Alexanders tomb does not contain Alexander himself. The emperor Ptolemy took Alexanders body and brought it to Alexandria, where it was on display for a long time. But the body was eventually lost, and its current whereabouts is unknown.




Conversation Starters


	[image: ] W. H. Cobb was a state senator and armchair historian in 19th-century Georgia whod been reading about Alexanders attack on the city of Tyre when his first son was born in 1886. He thought so highly of the Phoenicians tenacity in the face of Alexanders attack that he gave his son the unusual name Tyrus. Ty Cobb would go on to be every bit as fierce and nasty as the citizens of Tyre.

	[image: ] Its well known that Alexander today would be considered bisexual, although in antiquity, same-sex attraction was considered universal and thought to be entirely customary. Alexanders closest relationship, which most historians think had a sexual facet, was with his cavalry commander Hephaestion. He and Hephaestion were so close that when his pal died of an illness, a grief-stricken Alexander did the only thing he could do to cheer himself up: He waged an extermination campaign against the nearest enemy he could find (the unlucky victims were the Cossaens).

	[image: ] According to the historian Plutarch (youll understand the ironic quotes in just a moment), Phillip II wasnt really Alexanders father. Phillip, Plutarch wrote, feared Alexanders mom Olympias because she apparently liked to sleep with snakes. But there was one Ancient Greek whod sleep with any woman under any circumstances: Zeus. Plutarch goes on to relay that Zeus impregnated Olympias with his trademark thunder-and-lightning technique, making her son Alexander half-man and half-god.





Alexander died in 323 BCE, at the age of 33. Almost from the beginning, rumors persisted that he was poisoned to death, either by his enemies or his wife. The poisoning theory gained credence because shortly before he became seriously ill, Alexander felt a stabbing pain in his liver after drinking wine (which is generally called a hangover). For centuries, most historians thought a relapse of malaria was to blame for Alexanders death. But in a 1998 study, pathologist David W. Oldach diagnosed Alexanders fatal illness as typhoid, possibly complicated by Guillain-Barr syndrome, in which the immune system attacks the nervous system. Oddly enough, Guillain-Barr often causes paralysis, leading to the disconcerting possibility that Alexander was murdered after allby his embalmers as he lay in a state of complete immobility.
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Name-dropping: Attila (pronunciation: uh-TILL-uh) (406453 CE). Nicknamed Flagellum Dei, Latin for the Scourge of God, he was the last king of the Huns in Europe, a brilliant general with a deep and abiding fondness for killing people.

Huns: Originally referring to east Asian nomads, the name came to refer to any nomads from central Asia (now known, colloquially, as the Stans), including those who rose to prominence in eastern Europe during the last days of the Roman Empire.

When to Drop Your Knowledge: Well, its must-have material if your cocktail party happens to get attacked by a gang of barbarians or possibly Cure-embracing goths. But Attila the Hun is also great joke fodder anytime youre drinking a Bloody Mary. When someone asks what youre drinking, you just say, In the great tradition of Attila the Hun, Im drinking the blood of my children! Ha-ha! Thats comic gold.

The Basics

By the turn of the fifth century, the Roman Empire was in trouble due to poor leadership, gluttony at home, and an overextended military. (Sure, it sounds familiar, but we dont make those jokes, because this is an apolitical book.) Large swaths of the Roman Empire were ripe for the picking, but, as the worlds only superpower, the Romans had only to fear periodic revolts among the lesser barbarians (see sidebar).


Barbarians

But then came Attila. The nephew of Rua, whod united the Hun tribes from central Asia to eastern Europe, Attila inherited the throne in 434 CE. There was only one problem: Attila had to share power with his older brother, Bleda. He and Bleda immediately set off to conquer large parts of the Persian Empire. But the Persians defeated the Huns in Armenia. The loss was chalked up to mere practice, and life went on (at least for the surviving Huns).

In 440, claiming that the Romans werent paying the Huns adequate tribute in gold, the Brothers Hun attacked the Roman Empire. Over the next five years, they stampeded through the Balkans, across the Danube, and made it all the way to the gates of Constantinople. In 443, they negotiated a very favorable truce with the Roman Empire, and then Attila decided to go home for a while so as to kill his brother and take full control of the rest of the Huns.

Which is precisely what Attila did in 445. By 451, Attila began one of the largest invasions in history, using some 500,000 men to attack Gaul, present-day France. Then in 452, he turned to the Italian peninsula, the heart of the empire itself. He ravaged the countryside for months before the Pope convinced him not to attack Rome itself. With huge chunks of Asia and Europe in his command, it seemed that Attila might found the new great superpower. But then he died. Of a nosebleed. (See sidebar.)

And his empire died with him. Attilas three surviving sons caused endless internal power struggles and none of them had the political or military shrewdness of their father. The Hunnish Empire faded in significance. Rome, on the other hand, staggered on for a few more decades.

DEATH OF A HUN




Conversation Starters


	[image: ] While generally reviled as a barbarian in the West, Attila is a national hero in eastern Europe and central Asia. In both Hungary and Turkey, Attila is a popular name for boys, and girls are often named after Attilas last wife, Ildik.

	[image: ] Although Attila started a lot of wars over gold, he didnt care much about the finer things. He ate from a wooden plate, drank from a wooden cup, and apparently ate nothing but meat.

	[image: ] Like Mickey Rooney, Lana Turner, and Elizabeth Taylor, Attila married more than six different people.

	[image: ] Many sources claim Attila was a semifrequent cannibal, whichwhile certainly not impossiblewas a charge usually leveled by enemy historians. But the most damning charge is that Attila committed the double taboo of incestuous cannibalism, which is so gross we can hardly even think about it. Supposedly, Attilas wife killed two of his sons in retribution for the murder of her brothers. And then she cooked the kids and served them to Attila, claiming they were a rare and tender meat. (Which, technically, we suppose, was not a lie.)





Barbarian: Originally a Greek term referring to any kind of non-Greek. The Romans used the word to describe any foreigners who wanted to attack them. So attacks from barbarians came in many types, including Visigoths. Western Goths, who once ruled much of contemporary Spain and France. The Visigoths practiced Arianism, which sounds racist but is actually just a branch of Christianity that denies Jesus place in the Trinity. The Eastern Goths. Called Ostrogoths, they were somewhat less unfriendly toward the Roman Empire, though they still sacked some cities when the mood struck. VandalsIt was the Vandals from northern Europe who sacked Rome in 455. The Vandals took treasures from the Temple of Jerusalem, countless valuables, and even the empress, who was imprisoned in Carthage for seven years.


On the last night of his life, Attila was up partying to celebrate his marriage to Ildik, a superhot Goth. Although Attila didnt usually drink, the 47-year-old king proceeded to get trashed. Attila passed out, suffered a nosebleed in his sleep, and then pulled a variation on the Hendrix by choking to deathon his own blood. Its one of those stories too odd to be made up, and most scholars believe in its historicity. But a few have argued that Attila was murderedpossibly by his new wife, and possibly by political enemies (of whom, goodness knows, he had plenty).
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Name-dropping: Augustine (pronunciation: uh-GUS-tin if youre trying to impress people; AW-guh-steen if youre talking about the town in Florida) (354430 CE). The most important Christian theologian ever, except for St. Paul, whose thoughts on God ended up filling out the latter half of the New Testament. St. Augustine didnt get so luckybut he still gets read by anyone seriously studying the Christian understanding of God.

When to Drop Your Knowledge: Augustine is sure to add heft to those late-night religion debates. But more important: He authored one of the greatest pickup lines in history, which works today just as nicely as it worked in 400 CE.

The Basics

Born in Africa (in what is now Algeria), Augustine was raised a Christian but left behind the blessed life when he began attending school in Carthage, which was sort of the fourth centurys South Padre Island: spring break all year round. In his youth, Augustine fathered an illegitimate son, but by the age of 21, he began to get serious about spirituality. He undertook a deep and serious study of philosophy, theology, and religion while teaching school in Milanand then, on Easter Day in the year 387, Augustine was baptized a Christian. The Church would never be the same.


Manichaeans

A mere eight years after his conversion, he was bishop of Hippo (the Algerian city, not the Hungry Hungry board game icon), a position he held for the rest of his career. Although said to be an unusually good preacher, Augustine made his real mark with







	[image: ] Because Augustines work was immediately considered so significant, a lot of his writing has survivedabout 5,000,000 words, in fact. (Thats approximately 100 of these books.)

	[image: ] Theres a pervasive rumor that St. Augustine invented the phrase missionary position. This is simply untrue. (However, there are vague statements in Augustines writing that imply he believed the missionary position was the least sinful.) So where did the phrase missionary position come from? Its first use appears to have been in about 1969probably by some counterculture kids who were ridiculing the position as boring and prudish.

	[image: ] Augustine is so important that his mom got sainted (shes St. Monica), mostly for doing such an excellent job raising him. Augustines dad, on the other hand, is not a saint. He is remembered primarily for cheating on St. Monica.

	[image: ] Augustine is called one of the Four Great Fathers of the Latin Church, but thats a little like saying that all four Beatles were created equal. Of the Four Fathers (the other three are the less-great and less-famous Jerome, Ambrose, and Gregory the Great), Augustines importance far outstrips the others. Hes Paul and Johnso Augustines the only fourth-century name you need to drop.
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