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Beardsâ€”theyâ€™re all the rage these days. Take a look around: from hip urbanites to rustic

outdoorsmen, well-groomed metrosexuals to post-season hockey players, facial hair is everywhere.

The New York Times traces this hairy trend to Big Apple hipsters circa 2005 and reports that today

some New Yorkers pay thousands of dollars for facial hair transplants to disguise patchy, juvenile

beards. And in 2014, blogger Nicki Daniels excoriated bearded hipsters for turning a symbol of

manliness and power into a flimsy fashion statement. The beard, she said, has turned into the

padded bra of masculinity.Of Beards and Men makes the case that todayâ€™s bearded renaissance

is part of a centuries-long cycle in which facial hairstyles have varied in response to changing ideals

of masculinity. Christopher Oldstone-Moore explains that the clean-shaven face has been the

default style throughout Western historyâ€”see Alexander the Greatâ€™s beardless face, for

example, as the Greek heroic ideal. But the primacy of razors has been challenged over the years

by four great bearded movements, beginning with Hadrian in the second century and stretching to

todayâ€™s bristled resurgence. The clean-shaven face today, Oldstone-Moore says, has come to

signify a virtuous and sociable man, whereas the beard marks someone as self-reliant and

unconventional. History, then, has established specific meanings for facial hair, which both inspire

and constrain a manâ€™s choices in how he presents himself to the world. This fascinating and

erudite history of facial hair cracks the masculine hair code, shedding light on the choices men

make as they shape the hair on their faces. Oldstone-Moore adeptly lays to rest common

misperceptions about beards and vividly illustrates the connection between grooming, identity,

culture, and masculinity. To a surprising degree, we find, the history of men is written on their faces.
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Full disclosure: I have a beard. Not like a Walt Whitman or a Leo Tolstoy beard to be sure. By

comparison, itâ€™s a pretty modest expanse of facial hair. I also call Portland home, a city where

extravagant and carefully maintained beards (beard oil is a thing?) adorn the faces of many tattooed

young men. Iâ€™d like to think my beard predates the hipster movement. When asked why I keep a

beard, my answer is always the same: Kathleen likes it, and Iâ€™m lazy â€” in that order.But after

reading this book, I realize there may be more to it â€” some non-conscious desire to prove to the

world that I am both civilized enough to keep my verdant facial foliage in check, and yet also

unafraid of displaying this woolly connection to the unfiltered natural vitality of a wild man.The

tension between those two â€” purity of body and soul and the willingness to embrace our untamed

natures â€” and how it plays out on the chins of man, is at the heart of the book.When I received it

as a gift (thanks Stephanie) I thought it would be a bit of a lark with some interesting moments and a

lot of bad puns. Instead, it is a well-written, intriguing and sophisticated historical analysis of the

social and cultural forces that, through the centuries, have determined whether beards were

accepted and cultivated or rejected and shorn.To set the stage, the book first examines the possible

evolutionary advantages of beards which, it seems, boil down to three: they are an accident or

harmless byproduct with no pressure to resolve (think male nipples), they signal dominance to

potential rivals or they attract potential mates. All three are, of course, impossible to prove but the

latter explanation is the most compelling.
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