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‘One of the … few … authors who tempt me to use superlatives, and also the best for making his profound feeling for the arts contagious. The book glows with excitement for us general readers’
Sunday Times

‘Combines great learning with a shrewd mind, a wonderful eye and an admirable generosity of taste … again and again he compels us to look at some more or less familiar work of art and see it afresh’
Observer

‘Kenneth Clark has used his masterly knowledge and understanding of the arts of western civilisation to describe and appraise its creative achievements’
Times Literary Supplement

‘He convincingly makes the case for the development of European art and architecture since the end of the Roman Empire as the foundations on which modern Western society rests’
Lloyd’s List

‘Civilisation is an improving text’
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INTRODUCTION
 BY
 ALASTAIR
 SOOKE

Civilisation was conceived not as a book but as a television series. Commissioned by David Attenborough, then controller of BBC Two, and shot on 35mm film to showcase the channel’s new colour technology, it was first broadcast, in a prime-time slot, on Sunday, 23 February 1969. Only around 860,000 people watched it – in part because relatively few owned one of the pricey television sets that could receive BBC Two’s colour signal. Many of those who did see the series, though, were enthralled. There were reports of village church services being shifted so that congregations could watch each episode, and Civilisation parties thrown by those lucky enough to own a colour television. The Times ran a leader praising the series, headlined ‘How Like an Angel’. John Betjeman wrote to Kenneth Clark, ‘Civilisation is the best telly I have ever seen.’ Clark even received letters from people who said that watching the series had stopped them committing suicide. 

What, though, of Civilisation the book? Clark himself worried that his ‘risky’ generalisations, which worked well on television, would come across, in print, as ill-founded, irritating and trite. To combat this, he wrote a semi-apologetic foreword, explaining that television, as a medium, privileges entertainment over nuance: ‘If [people] are bored they switch off.’ Soon after publication, he also revealed, in a letter, that he had considered the script ‘simply the libretto of an intellectual soap opera’. 

Arguably, though, the success of this book has trumped by far that of the television series. Already by the end of 1969, Jock Murray, his publisher, was arranging for a royalty cheque, for thousands of pounds, to be tucked inside Clark’s Christmas stocking. Since then, Civilisation has sold more than half a million copies – remarkable for any book, let alone one principally about visual art. It has never been out of print. ‘The commercial success of the book has saved me from bankruptcy,’ Clark admitted in a letter in 1975, ‘but otherwise I am sorry I ever did it.’ 

His main fear was that compared with television’s ‘combination of words and music, colour and movement’, the book would feel etiolated and diminished, a black-and-white wraith of the original. Of course, bravura visual moments in the series cannot be replicated on the page – such as when the minuscule figure of Clark, seen from afar, steps out from behind Michelangelo’s David in the Accademia Gallery in Florence, revealing the statue’s awe-inspiring scale; or the stunning shot that concludes episode seven, ‘Grandeur and Obedience’, about the Baroque, when, following his superb line, ‘I wonder if a single thought that has helped forward the human spirit has ever been conceived or written down in an enormous room’, the camera tracks back, and back, and back, seemingly endlessly, through the Vatican’s lengthy Gallery of Maps. 

For all Clark’s misgivings, though, it is the book of Civilisation, rather than the series, which will endure. In print, Clark casts off his on-screen stereotype as ‘Lord Clark of Civilisation’, surveying Western culture, and pontificating about the ‘ascent of man’. Instead, the ‘personal’ nature of his subtitle (‘A Personal View’) comes to the fore, thanks to a rich and complex authorial voice that is, yes, sometimes infuriating, but also, I believe, a kind of definition, itself, of civilisation. Clark’s prose offers a sort of performance, demonstrating many of the values that he argues constitute civilisation, suggesting how it sounds. 

Throughout, Clark is open about his belief that culture is forged by elites rather than the masses: ‘Contrary to our modern sense of equality … one can’t help wondering how far civilisation would have evolved if it had been entirely dependent on the popular will.’ He admires the kings and queens carved at Chartres for their ‘aristocratic’ faces. He scoffs at the ‘rapacious parvenus’ of the papal families of the sixteenth century, whom he scornfully compares to ‘modern millionaires’. He also dismisses ‘bourgeois’ Dutch painting of the seventeenth century, because it projects ‘a defensive smugness and sentimentality’. In general, there is a sense that, as a child of privilege, educated at Winchester and Trinity College, Oxford, who grew up to dominate the British arts establishment, as both Director of the National Gallery and Surveyor of the King’s Pictures, Clark is unconsciously promoting values that, today, we associate with the tub-thumping mythology of the British Empire. ‘How like these Florentine worthies are,’ he says at one point, referring to a group of fifteenth-century portrait busts, ‘to the confident faces that we see in Victorian photographs!’ Later, he even observes: ‘Rococo … spread to England, although the native good sense of a fox-hunting society prevented its more extravagant flights.’ 

Yet it is precisely Clark’s effortless aristocratic impregnability which licenses the deliciously acerbic judgements that form the lifeblood of the book. Dürer’s self-portrait in Madrid is ‘a masterpiece of self-love’. Hogarth’s pictures ‘are always such a muddle’. Much painting produced in sixteenth-century Rome is ‘feeble, mannered, self-conscious, repetitive’. The work of Frans Hals can seem ‘revoltingly cheerful and horribly skilful’. Clark agrees with Voltaire’s quip that Blenheim Palace is ‘a great heap of stone, without charm or taste’, while the ‘continuous swirling and floating’ rhythms of Art Nouveau make him feel ‘slightly sea-sick’. As for ‘the chaos of modern art’, Clark says: ‘I am completely baffled by what is taking place today.’ Throughout, he speaks irresistibly, certain about the depth of his knowledge and the justness of his judgements. 

Many of his editorial decisions were provocative; a few even caused offence. Notoriously, Spain did not feature at all in Clark’s account of civilisation in Western Europe. Conscious that he had upset people by omitting the country, he tried to make amends in his foreword to the book of Civilisation but, if anything, he made things worse: ‘If I had been talking about the history of art, it would not have been possible to leave out Spain; but when one asks what Spain has done to enlarge the human mind and pull mankind a few steps up the hill, the answer is less clear.’ Scotland, on the other hand, was granted a prominent cameo as ‘a force in European civilisation’ by Clark, who admitted, ‘I am myself a Scot.’ 

His barbs and put-downs, though, epitomise the book at its most engaging. In his foreword, Clark characterises this as ‘how we talk about things sitting round the room after dinner’, and Civilisation is at its best when it strikes this ‘after-dinner’ note. In the same vein, Clark shares various delightful pet theories, perfectly pitched for a post-dessert chat, with a brandy swirling in one hand. Thus, he suggests that the ‘obsession’ with birds in medieval art is because they functioned as ‘symbols of freedom … very few people could move about – only artists and birds.’ Likewise, he observes, ‘Great men have a curious way of appearing in complementary pairs.’ ‘Great movements in the arts, like revolutions, don’t last for more than about fifteen years.’ ‘All the greatest exponents of civilisation, from Dante to Goethe, have been obsessed by light.’ Referring to Leonardo’s famous Vitruvian Man drawing, he confides, to winning effect: ‘Mathematically I’m afraid it’s really a cheat.’ 

At several points in the book, he praises artists for their alertness and curiosity – and the alacrity of his own mind is likewise constantly on show, illuminating his subject and flattering our own intellects, so that we wish to prolong our time in his company. Early on, Clark describes the humanist scholar Erasmus as ‘the first journalist’ – a telling formula, because Clark himself so often employs vivid journalistic details and anecdotes to enliven his narrative. Thus, he cannot resist a digression on how tulips caused the first classic example of boom and slump in capitalist economy, in the Dutch Republic during the seventeenth century. Elsewhere, we learn which looted picture Napoleon hung in his bedroom (‘the work of a sixteenth-century German painter, Altdorfer, representing the victory of Alexander over the Persian King’); and that the eighteenth-century British naturalist Joseph Banks ‘refused to go on Captain Cook’s second voyage unless he was allowed to have two horn players to make music for him during dinner.’ 

The informality of Clark’s tone reveals a paradoxical side to his character that is the antithesis of his ostensibly ‘aristocratic’, quasi-Edwardian persona. At the very end of Civilisation, as though describing the glamorous circles in which he had moved during the 1930s (following his appointment, at the startlingly young age of thirty, as Director of the National Gallery), he refers to the limitations of ‘the culture of what used to be called “top people” before the wars’: ‘They had charming manners, but they were as ignorant as swans.’ (The natural world, incidentally, inspires some of Clark’s most memorable similes: ‘The Romanesque carvers,’ he tells us in the second chapter, ‘The Great Thaw’, ‘were like a school of dolphins’ – motivated, he says, by ‘simply irrepressible, irresponsible energy’.) Elsewhere, he reveals, with more astringency, his natural antipathy to a top-down society. He resists the ‘sense of grandeur’ that characterises the ‘colossal palaces’ of the papal families of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Rome; later, he says explicitly that ‘splendour’ is ‘dehumanising’. He also despises the ‘odious pomposity’ of life at court that reached its zenith at Versailles (‘To this day I enter the huge, unfriendly forecourt of Versailles with a mixture of panic and fatigue – as if it were my first day at school’), but praises the humane proportions of the palace of Urbino (‘It’s the only palace in the world I can go round without feeling oppressed and exhausted’). He is dubious about New York, which seems like a ‘celestial city’ from afar but, up close, contains ‘lots of squalor, and, in the luxury, something parasitical’. Meanwhile, on the impact of the Industrial Revolution on human life and happiness, Clark is damning: ‘I needn’t remind you of how cruelly it degraded and exploited a mass of people for sixty or seventy years.’ It’s worth reflecting, for a moment, on the improbability of Clark holding such a view, given his background: his father had inherited a fortune amassed via the Scottish textile industry. 

Clark’s streak of populism (apparently he counted Z Cars and Steptoe and Son among his favourite TV shows) not only helps to explain his great gifts as a broadcaster but also accounts for his idiosyncratic vision of civilisation, which rails against society’s upper echelons for showing off. Moreover, I believe, it explains his reluctance to lay down the law, when it comes to describing what ‘civilisation’ actually is. Indeed, one of the most curious things about Civilisation is how often Clark resists defining his subject. ‘What is civilisation?’ he asks at the start. ‘I don’t know. I can’t define it in abstract terms – yet.’ He argues that one way of defining it is in the negative, by identifying its opposite: ‘It may be difficult to define civilisation, but it isn’t so difficult to recognise barbarism’ – something that remains true today, as we watch television news reports about Isis militants vandalising and destroying ancient monuments. 

Gradually, though, Clark’s vision of civilisation does start to crystallise, as he consistently invokes a cluster of related values on the theme of order, tranquillity, decorum, modesty, good sense, etc. – and, of course, ‘beauty’ (a ‘much abused word … but I can’t think of a substitute’). Essentially, his vision is inspired by Renaissance humanism. The ‘God-directed architecture’ of Romanesque and Gothic monuments tries to ‘crush us by size and weight’; by contrast, the Pazzi Chapel in Florence, although ‘small’, asserts ‘the dignity of man’. Michelangelo’s Adam, on the Sistine ceiling, has ‘a body of unprecedented splendour’. 

It is entirely in keeping with his own civilised personal code that Clark never rams this anthropocentric vision of civilisation down our throats. If anything, he does the opposite. Time and again, he offers up his view of civilisation only tentatively, as though it is something fragile, and in need of justification. When he mentions ‘the dignity of man’, while discussing the Pazzi Chapel, Clark qualifies the phrase immediately, by remarking, ‘Today those words die on our lips.’ Raphael is ‘the supreme harmoniser – that’s why he is out of favour today.’ 

Why is Clark so defensive about the tradition he is celebrating? No doubt, he felt that western civilisation was under threat from the marauding forces of Modernism. In Civilisation’s infamous finale, Clark even calls himself ‘a stick-in-the-mud’. Elsewhere, he cannot resist sneering at what he perceives as the desolation of modern culture, which he describes, variously, as ‘hideous’, ‘chaotic’, and ‘revolting’. For many younger viewers, Clark, with his wardrobe of well-cut tweed suits, and one hand placed ‘casually’ in a pocket, had come across on screen as overly patrician, even patronising – the epitome of the old order (he was born, in 1903, during the Edwardian era), if not raging against the dying of the light, then loquaciously lamenting its demise. Memorably, he ended the penultimate episode, ‘The Fallacies of Hope’, next to Rodin’s monument to Balzac, exhorting his viewers ‘to defy all those forces that threaten to impair our humanity: lies, tanks, tear-gas, ideologies, opinion polls, mechanisation, planners, computers – the whole lot.’ (James Stourton’s biography of Clark records that the secretary of the Institute of Planners wrote a letter in response, insisting that they were not really as bad as tanks and tear-gas.) Certainly, modern culture prized values that were anathema to Clark: violence, disorder, fragmentation. Picasso is mentioned in this book, but not because Clark wants to defend Cubism, or even engage with it. ‘The standards of European culture are being forgotten – which can’t be a good thing,’ he wrote in a letter, early in the project, in 1966. 

At root, though, his doubts were also the result of profound pessimism, brought about by mankind’s fate during the twentieth century. For all its engagement with history, Civilisation, it turns out, is a fascinating document of its own times, stricken with existential fear during the Cold War. The first clue to this essential subplot comes as early as the book’s second page, when Clark compares the prow of a Viking ship, gliding up a river and menacing the ‘civilisation’ of a mother of an imaginary family living in a hut during the ninth century, to ‘the periscope of a nuclear submarine’. The conflicts of the twentieth century rear their heads at several other points, too: Clark peppers the text with scattershot references to tanks and tear-gas, the Maxim gun and bombs, while, in Chapter 4, he describes Donatello’s St George as ‘that 1914 soldier’. 

Like the rest of his generation, Clark had witnessed one catastrophe after another, which fundamentally shaped his view of civilisation as something frail and in need of protection. This may be why he called the opening chapter ‘The Skin of Our Teeth’: the title reflects his underlying belief, as well as the overall book’s latent dark theme, that the survival of civilisation is never guaranteed. Clark’s pessimism also explains why the quality that he cherishes above all in his ‘heroes’ of Western culture is confidence. Civilisation, for Clark, is forged by men (and regrettably, in this book, it is exclusively men) who are adamant in their own beliefs and always prepared to act. Existential anti-heroes, enervated by the perception of a meaningless universe, are not given much of a role to play (Hamlet, for instance, is only mentioned in passing) – perhaps because, in the sixties, they felt too like Clark’s apprehensive, jittery peers. 

Civilisation is not, of course, exclusively about the visual arts: Beethoven is one of Clark’s heroes, and literature is frequently invoked. Throughout, Clark – who almost turned down the series, because he feared it would prevent him from writing more books – is highly attuned to the literary styles of others. ‘What an opening sentence,’ he exclaims, after quoting Rousseau’s ‘Man was born free and is everywhere in chains.’ Elsewhere, Clark notes that Dryden lacks ‘verbal magic’, but what England’s first Poet Laureate called ‘the other harmony of prose’ is still, he tells us, ‘a civilising force’. Voltaire, meanwhile, ‘is one of those writers whose virtue is inseparable from his style’. 

What of Clark’s style? It would be unfair to say that it lacks verbal magic, because it doesn’t. Occasionally, he relishes paradox as a rhetorical effect: ‘The remarkable thing about the frivolous eighteenth century was its seriousness.’ (This approximates his Wildean description, in his autobiography, of his parents as the idle rich: ‘Many people were richer, but there can have been few who were idler.’) Moreover, when he wishes, Clark is capable of memorable grandeur, as in the opening to Chapter 5, ‘The Hero as Artist’: ‘The scene has changed from Florence to Rome, from the city of hard heads, sharp wits, light feet, graceful movement, to a city of weight, a city that is like a huge compost-heap of human hopes and ambitions, despoiled of its ornament, almost indecipherable, a wilderness of imperial splendour, with only one ancient emperor, Marcus Aurelius, above ground in the sunshine through the centuries.’ 

Typically, though, Clark’s voice is the opposite of grand: rarely flamboyant, never flabby or pretentious, conversational yet measured, lucid and authoritative throughout. Indeed, the plainness of his prose belies a profound aptitude for the written word. The transparency of this style, its curious ‘invisibility’, if you like, is a conscious choice – because it conveys, highly effectively, the vigour of Clark’s mental powers. ‘The strength of Islam was its simplicity,’ he says, at the start. 

Another heartfelt moment comes in Chapter 4, when Clark discusses The Courtier by Baldassare Castiglione (one of only three books, he informs us, in a characteristic journalistic flourish, that the Emperor Charles V kept beside his bed, along with the Bible and Machiavelli’s Prince). Castiglione’s handbook, Clark says, defined everybody’s notion of good manners for more than a hundred years. ‘Actually,’ he continues, ‘it is very much more than a handbook on polite behaviour, because Castiglione’s ideal of a gentleman is based on real human values.’ ‘Real human values’: here is a phrase, as Clark would say, that might die on our lips. And yet, thanks to the clarity and courteousness of his prose, as well as the modesty and down-to-earth sensibleness of the spirit that motivates it – and, above all, the confidence and curiosity of the mind animating it – these arguably unfashionable values are made to seem essential. 

In Chapter 6, Clark hazards a definition of civilisation: he argues that its first requisites are ‘intellectual energy, freedom of mind, a sense of beauty and a craving for immortality’. You may disagree with Clark’s judgements. You may find his politics irksome. But you cannot dismiss the vitality of his thoughts, the insight of his ideas, or the urbanity of his sentences, which are, themselves, among the finest displays in the English language of a ‘civilising force’. Ultimately, Clark’s best case for civilisation remains the ‘harmony’ of his own prose.

Alastair Sooke, October 2017


FOREWORD

This book is made up of the scripts of a series of television programmes given in the spring of 1969. Writing for television is fundamentally different from writing a book, not only in style and presentation, but in the whole approach to the subject. People who settle down to an evening’s viewing expect to be entertained. If they are bored they switch off. They are entertained as much by what they see as by what they hear. Their attention must be held by a carefully contrived series of images, and often the sequence of images controls the sequence of ideas. The choice of illustration is itself determined by certain material accidents. Some places are inaccessible, some buildings defy the camera, some locations are too noisy for sound recording. All these considerations have to be in the writer’s mind from the beginning, and modify or direct his line of thought. But more important still, every subject must be simplified if it is to be presented in under an hour. Only a few outstanding buildings or works of art can be used as evidence, only a few great men can be named, and what is said about them must usually be said without qualification. Generalisations are inevitable and, in order not to be boring, must be slightly risky. There is nothing new in this. It is how we talk about things sitting round the room after dinner; and television should retain the character of the spoken word, with the rhythms of ordinary speech, and even some of the off-hand imprecise language that prevents conversation from becoming pompous.

Going through these scripts and comparing them in mind with the actual programmes, I am miserably aware of how much has been lost. In almost every one of them the strongest impact depended on factors that could not be conveyed in words. To take examples from one programme only, ‘The Fallacies of Hope’: the sound of the ‘Marseillaise’ and the prisoners’ chorus from Fidelio, and the marvellous photography of Rodin’s Burghers of Calais: all these said what I wanted to say about the whole subject with a force and vividness which could never have been achieved by the printed page. I cannot distinguish between thought and feeling, and I am convinced that a combination of words and music, colour and movement can extend human experience in a way that words alone cannot do. For this reason I believe in television as a medium, and was prepared to give up two years writing to see what could be done with it. Thanks to skilful and imaginative directors and an expert camera crew, I believe that certain moments in the film were genuinely moving and enlightening. They are lost in a book.

So why have I allowed the book to be printed? Partly weakness – I hate saying no, and in this case I should have had to say it, or write it, hundreds of times. Partly vanity – few people can resist the opportunity of airing their opinions. As the series proceeded I found myself saying out loud a number of things I should never have said otherwise. Just as the Bourgeois Gentilhomme was delighted to find that he spoke prose, so I was astonished to discover that I had a point of view. And then, perhaps, I may be allowed one less disreputable motive: gratitude. As I looked through the scripts I recognised that they were an expression of gratitude for all the life-giving experience I have enjoyed in the last fifty years. I don’t know why it should be considered praiseworthy to give thanks in public, but it is recommended in almost every liturgy, so I suppose it is excusable.

Naturally I thought first of filling out my summary scripts and giving them a more literate form. I soon discovered that to amplify every allusion and support every generalisation would take a year’s work and would deprive the book of a certain ease and speed, which may be counted in its favour. There was nothing for it but to accept the limitations imposed on me by the medium, changing or omitting those passages that would have been incomprehensible without the accompanying film. A line of argument determined almost entirely by visual evidence does not make for logic or completeness; and in the programmes it led to a number of omissions of which I am ashamed. Even the most rapid survey of civilisation should have said more than I have done about law and philosophy. I could not think of any way of making them visually interesting. This defect is particularly serious in my treatment of Germany. I talk a lot about Bavarian Rococo, and hardly mention Kant or Hegel. Goethe, who should have been one of the chief heroes of the series, makes only a brief appearance, and the German romantics are left out altogether. Other omissions were simply due to shortage of time. I had originally planned a programme on the classical tradition from Palladio to the end of the seventeenth century. It would have allowed me to include Corneille and Racine, Mansart and Poussin, and might have been one of the most satisfying of the whole series. But thirteen is the canonical number of television programmes, and it had to go. In consequence Baroque is over-emphasised at the expense of Classicism.

Music played a great part (some people thought too great a part) in the series; poetry was less often quoted, and I am uneasy at my treatment of Elizabethan England. To bring in Shakespeare simply as the great pessimist, the culminating figure in half a century of necessary doubt, is obviously absurd. But to pad out the end of the programme with a few commonplaces about A Midsummer Night’s Dream or Romeo and Juliet, would have been worse.

Some of the most offensive omissions were dictated by my title. If I had been talking about the history of art, it would not have been possible to leave out Spain; but when one asks what Spain has done to enlarge the human mind and pull mankind a few steps up the hill, the answer is less clear. Don Quixote, the Great Saints, the Jesuits in South America? Otherwise she has simply remained Spain, and since I wanted each programme to be concerned with the new developments of the European mind, I could not change my ground and talk about a single country.

This leads me to say a word about the title of the series, which I have retained for the book. It was an accident. The BBC wanted a series of colour films on art, and thought that I might be able to advise them. But when David Attenborough, then responsible for BBC 2, asked me to do so, he used the word Civilisation, and it was this word alone that persuaded me to undertake the work. I had no clear idea what it meant, but I thought it was preferable to barbarism, and fancied that this was the moment to say so. In a very few minutes, while the lunch of persuasion went cheerfully on around me, I had thought of a way in which the subject could be treated, and from that first plan I departed very little. It was concerned only with Western Europe. Obviously, I could not include the ancient civilisations of Egypt, Syria, Greece and Rome, because to have done so would have meant another ten programmes, at least; and the same was true of China, Persia, India and the world of Islam. Heaven knows, I had taken on enough. Moreover, I have the feeling that one should not try to assess a culture without knowing its language; so much of its character is connected with its actual use of words; and unfortunately I do not know any oriental languages. Should I then have dropped the title Civilisation? I didn’t want to, because the word had triggered me off, and remained a kind of stimulus; and I didn’t suppose that anyone would be so obtuse as to think that I had forgotten about the great civilisations of the pre-Christian era and the East. However, I confess that the title has worried me. It would have been easy in the eighteenth century: Speculations on the Nature of Civilisation as illustrated by the Changing Phases of Civilised Life in Western Europe from the Dark Ages to the Present Day. Unfortunately, this is no longer practicable.

‘I should like to thank’: at this point one usually stops reading; but my debt to my directors, Michael Gill and Peter Montagnon, and my director-researcher Ann Turner, is of a different kind to that owed to librarians, photographers, secretaries and the other standard recipients of acknowledgement. The discussions that preceded the planning of each programme went far beyond choice of locations and other problems of production. They were a source of ideas, and as often happens when people are working closely together, we could not afterwards remember who had the first thought of certain lucky strikes. The technical objections raised were themselves a spur to invention. I could see the truth of those familiar words ‘How often has a difficult rhyme led me to a beautiful thought.’ This is only one part of my debt to the BBC. No one has ever had more generous, trusting and efficient masters and in conclusion they provided me with an editor for this volume, Mr Peter Campbell, whose quick intelligence and indefatigable energy make him a lazy author’s dream.

Catherine Porteous my secretary, and the members of the unit who worked with me for almost two years helped me in many ways, and their names should be recorded in this book of the series: Lighting Cameraman, A. A. Englander; Camera Operator, Kenneth Macmillan; Camera Assistant, Colin Deehan; Grips, Bill Paget; Lighting, Dave Griffiths, Jack Probert, Joe Cooksey, John Taylor; Sound Recordist, Basil Harris; Sound Assistant, Malcolm Webberley; Supervising Film Editor, Allan Tyrer; Film Editors, Jesse Palmer, Michael Shah Dayan, Peter Heelas, Roger Crittenden; Research Assistant, June Leech; Producer’s Assistants, Carol Jones, Maggie Houston.


1
THE
SKIN
OF
OUR
TEETH


I am standing on the Pont des Arts in Paris. On one side of the Seine is the harmonious, reasonable façade of the Institute of France, built as a college in about 1670. On the other bank is the Louvre, built continuously from the Middle Ages to the nineteenth century: classical architecture at its most splendid and assured. Just visible upstream is the Cathedral of Notre-Dame – not perhaps the most lovable of cathedrals, but the most rigorously intellectual façade in the whole of Gothic art. The houses that line the banks of the river are also a humane and reasonable solution of what town architecture should be, and in front of them, under the trees, are the open bookstalls where generations of students have found intellectual nourishment and generations of amateurs have indulged in the civilised pastime of book collecting. Across this bridge, for the last one hundred and fifty years, students from the art schools of Paris have hurried to the Louvre to study the works of art that it contains, and then back to their studios to talk and dream of doing something worthy of the great tradition. And on this bridge how many pilgrims from America, from Henry James downwards, have paused and breathed in the aroma of a long-established culture, and felt themselves to be at the very centre of civilisation.

What is civilisation? I don’t know. I can’t define it in abstract terms – yet. But I think I can recognise it when I see it; and I am looking at it now. Ruskin said: ‘Great nations write their autobiographies in three manuscripts, the book of their deeds, the book of their words and the book of their art. Not one of these books can be understood unless we read the two others, but of the three the only trustworthy one is the last.’ On the whole I think this is true. Writers and politicians may come out with all sorts of edifying sentiments, but they are what is known as declarations of intent. If I had to say which was telling the truth about society, a speech by a Minister of Housing or the actual buildings put up in his time, I should believe the buildings.

But this doesn’t mean that the history of civilisation is the history of art – far from it. Great works of art can be produced in barbarous societies – in fact the very narrowness of primitive society gives their ornamental art a peculiar concentration and vitality. At some time in the ninth century one could have looked down the Seine and seen the prow of a Viking ship coming up the river. Looked at today in the British Museum it is a powerful work of art; but to the mother of a family trying to settle down in her little hut, it would have seemed less agreeable – as menacing to her civilisation as the periscope of a nuclear submarine.

An even more extreme example comes to my mind, an African mask that belonged to Roger Fry. I remember when he bought it and hung it up, and we agreed that it had all the qualities of a great work of art. I fancy that most people, nowadays, would find it more moving than the head of the Apollo of the Belvedere. Yet for four hundred years after it was discovered the Apollo was the most admired piece of sculpture in the world. It was Napoleon’s greatest boast to have looted it from the Vatican. Now it is completely forgotten except by the guides of coach parties, who have become the only surviving transmitters of traditional culture.

Whatever its merits as a work of art, I don’t think there is any doubt that the Apollo embodies a higher state of civilisation than the mask. They both represent spirits, messengers from another world – that is to say, from a world of our own imagining. In the imagination of some, it is a world of fear and darkness, ready to inflict horrible punishment for the smallest infringement of a taboo. To the Hellenistic imagination it is a world of light and confidence, in which the gods are like ourselves, only more beautiful, and descend to earth in order to teach men reason and the laws of harmony.

Fine words: and fine words butter no parsnips. There was plenty of superstition and cruelty in the Graeco-Roman world. But, all the same, the contrast between these images means something. It means that at certain epochs man has felt conscious of something about himself – body and spirit – which was outside the day-to-day struggle for existence and the night-to-night struggle with fear; and he has felt the need to develop these qualities of thought and feeling so that they might approach as nearly as possible to an ideal of perfection – reason, justice, physical beauty, all of them in equilibrium. He has managed to satisfy this need in various ways – through myths, through dance and song, through systems of philosophy and through the order that he has imposed on the visible world. The children of his imagination are also the expressions of an ideal.

Western Europe inherited such an ideal. It had been invented in Greece in the fifth century before Christ and was without doubt the most extraordinary creation in the whole of history, so complete, so convincing, so satisfying to the mind and the eye, that it lasted practically unchanged for over six hundred years. Of course, its art became stereotyped and conventional. The same architectural language, the same imagery, the same theatres, the same temples – at any time for five hundred years you could have found them all round the Mediterranean, in Greece, Italy, France, Asia Minor or North Africa. If you had gone into the square of any Mediterranean town in the first century you would hardly have known where you were, any more than you would in an airport today. The so-called Maison Carrée at Nîmes is a little Greek temple that might have been anywhere in the Graeco-Roman world.

Nîmes isn’t very far from the Mediterranean. Graeco-Roman civilisation stretched much further than that – right up to the Rhine, right up to the borders of Scotland, although by the time it got to Carlisle it had become a bit rough, like Victorian civilisation on the North-West Frontier. It must have seemed absolutely indestructible. And of course some of it was never destroyed. The so-called Pont du Gard, the aqueduct not far from Nîmes, was materially beyond the destructive powers of the barbarians. And a vast mass of fragments remained – the Museum at Arles is full of them. ‘These fragments have I shored against my ruins.’ When the spirit of man revived, they were there to be imitated by the masons who decorated the local churches: but that was a long way off.

What happened? It took Gibbon six volumes to describe the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, so I shan’t embark on that. But thinking about this almost incredible episode does tell one something about the nature of civilisation. It shows that however complex and solid it seems, it is actually quite fragile. It can be destroyed. What are its enemies? Well, first of all fear – fear of war, fear of invasion, fear of plague and famine, that make it simply not worthwhile constructing things, or planting trees or even planning next year’s crops. And fear of the supernatural, which means that you daren’t question anything or change anything. The late antique world was full of meaningless rituals, mystery religions, that destroyed self-confidence. And then exhaustion, the feeling of hopelessness which can overtake people even with a high degree of material prosperity. There is a poem by the modern Greek poet, Cavafy, in which he imagines the people of an antique town like Alexandria waiting every day for the barbarians to come and sack the city. Finally the barbarians move off somewhere else and the city is saved; but the people are disappointed – it would have been better than nothing. Of course, civilisation requires a modicum of material prosperity – enough to provide a little leisure. But, far more, it requires confidence – confidence in the society in which one lives, belief in its philosophy, belief in its laws, and confidence in one’s own mental powers. The way in which the stones of the Pont du Gard are laid is not only a triumph of technical skill, but shows a vigorous belief in law and discipline. Vigour, energy, vitality: all the great civilisations – or civilising epochs – have had a weight of energy behind them. People sometimes think that civilisation consists in fine sensibilities and good conversation and all that. These can be among the agreeable results of civilisation, but they are not what make a civilisation, and a society can have these amenities and yet be dead and rigid.

So if one asks why the civilisation of Greece and Rome collapsed, the real answer is that it was exhausted. And the first invaders of the Roman Empire became exhausted too. As so often happens, they seem to have succumbed to the same weaknesses as the people they conquered. It’s misleading to call them barbarians. They don’t seem to have been particularly destructive – in fact, they made some quite impressive constructions, like the Mausoleum of Theodoric: a bit heavy and megalithic compared to the little Greek temple at Nîmes – the shallow dome is a single piece of stone – but at least built with an eye to the future. These early invaders have been aptly compared to the English in India in the eighteenth century – there for what they could get out of it, taking part in the administration if it paid them, contemptuous of the traditional culture, except insofar as it provided precious metals. But unlike the Anglo-Indians, they created chaos; and into that chaos came real barbarians like the Huns, who were totally illiterate and destructively hostile to what they couldn’t understand. I don’t suppose they bothered to destroy the great buildings that were scattered all over the Roman world. But the idea of keeping them up never entered their heads. They preferred to live in pre-fabs and let the old places fall down. Of course, life must have gone on in an apparently normal way for much longer than one would expect. It always does. Gladiators would have continued to fight each other in the amphitheatre of Arles; plays would still have been performed in the theatre of Orange. And as late as the year 383 a distinguished administrator like Ausonius could retire peacefully to his estate near Bordeaux to cultivate his vineyard (still known as Château Ausone) and write great poetry, like a Chinese gentleman of the T’ang dynasty.

Civilisation might have drifted downstream for a long time, but in the middle of the seventh century there appeared a new force, with faith, energy, a will to conquer and an alternative culture: Islam. The strength of Islam was its simplicity. The early Christian Church had dissipated its strength by theological controversies, carried on for three centuries with incredible violence and ingenuity. But Mahomet, the prophet of Islam, preached the simplest doctrine that has ever gained acceptance; and it gave to his followers the invincible solidarity that had once directed the Roman legions. In a miraculously short time – about fifty years – the classical world was overrun. Only its bleached bones stood out against the Mediterranean sky.

The old source of civilisation was sealed off, and if a new civilisation was to be born it would have to face the Atlantic. What a hope! People sometimes tell me that they prefer barbarism to civilisation. I doubt if they have given it a long enough trial. Like the people of Alexandria they are bored by civilisation; but all the evidence suggests that the boredom of barbarism is infinitely greater. Quite apart from discomforts and privations, there was no escape from it. Very restricted company, no books, no light after dark, no hope. On one side the sea battering away, on the other infinite stretches of bog and forest. A most melancholy existence, and the Anglo-Saxon poets had no illusions about it:


A wise man may grasp how ghastly it shall be

When all this world’s wealth standeth waste

Even as now, in many places over the earth,

Walls stand wind beaten,

Heavy with hoar frost; ruined-habitations …

The maker of men has so marred this dwelling

That human laughter is not heard about it

And idle stand these old giant works. 


Yet it was probably better to live in one of these tiny houses on the very edge of the world than in the shadow of one of the old giant works, where at any moment you might be attacked by a new wave of wanderers. Such at least was the view of the first Christians who came to the West. They came originally from the eastern Mediterranean, the first home of monasticism. Some of them settled at Marseilles and Tours; then when life became too dangerous they struggled on in search of the most inaccessible fringes of Cornwall, Ireland or the Hebrides. They came in surprisingly large numbers. In the year 550 a boatload of fifty scholars arrived at Cork. They wandered about the country looking for places that offered a modicum of security and a small group of like-minded men. And what places
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