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Whatever you think of his 
politics, there was a 
certain magnificence to 

Yannis Varoufakis in the recent 
Greek crisis. Imagine if he had 
won. It would have been a victory 
straight from the pages of Asterix 
the Gaul.

Well, Good Pharma is straight 
from the pages of Asterix, except 
the little guys facing off against 
the imperial forces are Italian, 
standing up initially to the 
Franco-German pharmaceutical 
industry and latterly the Ameri-

cans’. The irony is that, Ho Chi 
Minh-like, the little guys took 
their inspiration from the US way 
of doing transparent and egalitar-
ian research in the 1950s, only to 
find themselves pitted against 
those they once admired.

This is the story of the Mario 
Negri Institute, based in a work-
ing class suburb of Milan. Mario 
Negri was a wealthy patron who, 
on his death in 1960, left a large 
sum of money to an upcoming 
researcher, Silvio Garattini, to 
support independent pharmaceut-
ical research. At the time, new 
drugs were spilling out of the 
pharmaceutical industry in abun-
dance; psychopharmacology had 
just come into being and Garattini 
played a part in its birth. New 
techniques to detect ever-smaller 
amounts of drugs, neurotransmit-
ters and toxins were emerging, 

playing straight to Garattini’s 
strengths. He and his collaborator 
Alfredo Leonardi set about build-
ing an institute centred on the 
new drugs and techniques. 

As they tried to make their way 
in the world, they were met with 
bemusement at their presumption 
that anyone stood to gain 
anything from linking to them. 
Five decades later, after they faced 
down the Italian government, 
European regulators, GlaxoSmith-
Kline and endless pharmaceutical 
companies, no one even thinks 
about dismissing them. 

Major discoveries in cardiology 
have come from their organisation 
of some of the first mega-trials  
in medicine; major discoveries  
in chemotherapy from their 
pioneering research on new 
compounds; major discoveries  
in environmental toxicology from 
their abilities to detect toxins and 
drug residues in the environment. 
There are probably very few  
families anywhere whose health 
has not benefited from the insti-
tute’s discoveries, or its resistance 
to industry or political efforts to 
cut corners or fudge data. 

The institute continues to grow 
without ever having patented any 
of its many discoveries or conceal-
ing any data from experiments 
that didn’t work out or accommo-
dating any of their trials to indus-
try’s wishes. Reading this 
compelling and valuable history, it 
feels that if there is a sign saying 
conventional wisdom points left, 
Mario Negri has gone right, until 
you realise that what has 
happened is that what the insti-
tute does was once widely 
supported, and it’s the field that 
has gone in the opposite direction. 

Almost everyone has heard of 
the Cochrane Collaboration, the 
global non-profit organisation 
that systematically reviews clinical 
trials, but Mario Negri was 
pioneering these paths 30 years 
earlier, across the full range of 
medical disciplines. Hard-bitten 
ex-army-type insiders such as  
Tom Jefferson, who took on 
Roche over its claims about  
Tamiflu and won, view the  
Mario Negri operation with awe, 
but of course it’s more than it’s 
worth for industry to let anyone 
know that there is another way  
of doing things. If this caught on  
in medicine, who knows – the 
example might spread to the 
wider economy. 

David Healy is professor of 
psychiatry, Bangor University.
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Fifty Shades of Grey remains 
the biggest, quickest-selling 
Kindle title of all time – 

proof, if needed, that porn is  
both in demand and embarrassing 
to read on the Tube. As Kate 
Loveman argues in this terrific 
book, we are what we read or are 
seen to be reading: collections of 
books are about the collector’s 
projection of “versions of them-
selves”. “Adult” covers of J. K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter series 
reassured grown-up readers that 
they were doing something more 
than wasting time on kiddy 
books. As both these examples 
illustrate, our reading is an activ-
ity through which others read us: 
Samuel Pepys’ library was “a 
projection of the owner’s mind, a 
record of the self”.

Reading is thus part of a 
complicated process of self-fash-
ioning, an activity that forms and 
sustains our reputations as readers 
and so individuals – serious or 
trivial, earnest or fickle, erudite or 
populist. Moreover, reading is, 
like education more generally, 
part of a social etiquette and 
Pepys, in this respect, is “a  
superb source for exploring  
wider patterns in reading habits 
precisely because he was an  
inveterate social climber”.

But Pepys is more than an 
example of the reading practices 
of 17th-century England. He was 
also a collector of books and as 
the “Bibliotheca Pepysiana”, resi-
dent at his Cambridge college 
(Magdalene) since 1724, still 
affirms, such collections had 
multiple purposes as “sites of 

learning, repositories of wealth, 
claims to status, and manifesta-
tions of social ties”. Furthermore, 
from the 1690s, his library was  
“a politically charged space”.  
He remained loyal to James II 
after the not-so-Glorious Revolu-
tion of 1688 and his library testi-
fied to this allegiance: “centrally 
placed in the library was the 
portrait of Pepys’s exiled master, 
James II”. Loveman astutely 
shows how this sense of defeat 
was ameliorated by Pepys’ 
concentration on Cicero, whose 
“ideal of scholarly leisure offered 
a means of recasting what might 
otherwise have been deprivation 
and disgrace”. The library thus 
becomes a place of refuge and 
consolation.

Pepys’ curiosity and intelligence 
are evident in his range of reading 
matter. His possession of mathem-
atical manuals is “a salient 
reminder that the history of read-
ing involves the history of mater-
ial culture and technology”. Such 
technical manuals helped his self-
advancement at the Admiralty, 
while his reading of conduct 
literature “shaped on a fundamen-
tal level” his own writing, notably 
of the Diary.

With enthusiasm and an inci-
sive critical eye, Loveman analyses 
Pepys’ varied attention to histo-
ries, plays, romances, novels, 
scientific books, biblical exegesis 
and religious controversy across 
works in Spanish, French, Italian, 
Hebrew, Greek and Latin. One of 
his favourite topics was naval 
history, even though his projected 
account of the English navy  
never came about – which leads 
Loveman to assert wryly that  
“we know more than we could 
otherwise ever hope to about 
seventeenth-century literature and 
history because a retired Secretary 
for the Admiralty decided that he 
could better serve posterity by 
preserving many books than by 
publishing one”.

Pepys wrote on 9 February 
1668: “reading a little of L’Escolle 
des Filles, which is a mighty lewd 
book, but yet not amiss for a 
sober man once to read over to 
inform himself in the villainy of 
the world”. Try that one next time 
your Kindle is out of battery.

Peter J. Smith is reader in 
Renaissance literature, 
Nottingham Trent University, and 
author of Between Two Stools: 
Scatology and its Representations 
in English Literature, From 
Chaucer to Swift (2012, 2015).
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Engaging, accessible and 
insightful, this study manages 
the neat trick of not only 

considering an extensive corpus  
of films, but also offering an 
impressive amount of detailed 
analysis on a wide range of texts 
from within an academically 
under-represented genre. 
Throughout, Mary Harrod 
presents convincing arguments  
for the academic study of  
the rom-com, both globally  
and more specifically in France, 
where traditional snobbery over 
anything à l’Américaine has meant 
that commentators have been 
slow to acknowledge the French 
film industry’s emulation of 
Hollywood practices.

In exploring the notion of the 
French rom-com, a genre appro-
priated from outside national 
borders and then eventually 
re-exported, Harrod begins with 
the rather daunting prospect of 
surveying global scholarship on 
the genre as a whole. She navi-
gates it with surprising ease, 
providing a brief but sufficient 
overview of the relevant literary, 
cultural and film criticism, French 
and Anglo-American alike. She 
rightly pays particular attention to 
the work of scholar Celestino 
Deleyto, whose 2009 book The 
Secret Life of Romantic Comedy 
defended the rom-com as worthy 
of academic study, and here 
provides a firm foundation for 
Harrod’s clear and well-evidenced 
arguments. Her research method-
ology – a survey of predominantly 
post-2000 French rom-coms, 
using textual, intertextual and 
contextual analysis and supported 
by a variety of reception data – is 

succinctly summarised and well 
explained.

We begin, perhaps inevitably, 
with Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s 2001 
film Amélie (Le fabuleux destin 
d’Amélie Poulain in the original), 
whose domestic and global  
box-office and critical success 
inspired other French film-makers 
to make their own forays into 
comédie romantique. As Harrod 
traces the progression of the 
genre over the past 15 years, she 
considers the conventions that 
have developed within it. These 
centre on the themes of gendered 
identities, the family unit and 
heterosexual romance, which she 
contextualises within contempor-
ary French society and the global 
film business. Her principal argu-
ment is that these trends, and the 
ways that they manifest them-
selves within French rom-com, 
mirror changing attitudes in 
French society, specifically  
with regard to gender roles and  
relationships. In some ways,  
she suggests, the rom-com can  
be seen as a manifestation of a 
delayed reaction to, or social 
backlash against, the liberal gains 
of the past 30 or so years.

If there is a criticism to be 
made, it is that despite its sharp 
observations and analysis, the 
book is somewhat apologetic in 
its feminism. That said, Harrod’s 
arguments for shifting attitudes 
towards gender roles and family 
identity in French society are 
astute, acknowledging the differ-
ence in both the periodisation, 
and speed of development, of 
feminism in France compared 
with the UK and the US. Despite 
the great importance of the work 
of French scholars such as Luce 
Irigaray, Hélène Cixous and 
Simone de Beauvoir in Anglo-
American studies of feminism, 
gender and culture, these fields are 
notable in France by their absence 
from academia (indeed, attempt-
ing to find a useful French transla-
tion of “gender studies” has long 
been a bugbear of mine). This 
strange state of affairs notwith-
standing, From France with Love 
is a sharp, well-executed work 
that contributes more to the field 
of contemporary French film 
studies than its title would 
suggest. Let’s hope that other 
scholars will be as happy to 
acknowledge the importance of 
the humble rom-com.  

Gemma Edney is a doctoral 
candidate in film studies, 
University of Exeter.
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