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“EVERY PREFACE,” SAYS WILLIAM SMELLIE at the start of his preface to The Philosophy of Natural History published in Edinburgh in 1790, “Every preface, besides occasional and explanatory remarks, should contain not only the general design of the work, but the motives and circumstances which led the author to write on that particular subject. If this plan had been universally observed, a collection of prefaces would have exhibited a short, but curious and useful history both of literature and authors.”

This plan was never universally observed but it has been widely observed. Saint John starts his life of Jesus with a preface on the nature of speech and godhead. Five of Shakespeare’s plays have prologues spoken straight to the audience. Few great writers have not placed before one of their books a verbal doorstep to help readers leave the ground they usually walk on and allow them a glimpse of the interior. Prefaces are advertisements and challenges. They usually indicate the kind of reader the book was written to please, the kind of satisfaction it aims to give.

By preface I mean any beginning entitled PREFACE, PROLOGUE, PROHEME, INTRODUCTION, INTRODUCTORY, APOLOGY, DESIGN, FOREWORD or ADVERTISEMENT, and a few opening lines or paragraphs which are not labelled but prepare the reader for the following without being essential to it. I also include some dedicatory epistles that make a political statement (Coverdale to Henry VIII) or give a specimen of the author’s style (Sterne to William Pitt). In a few cases I give more than one preface per author; where one is too short to show an author’s genius I add the start of what follows. With prefaces to Biblical translations I give the first verses of Genesis and preface to Saint John’s Gospel for comparison. The prefaces are ranged chronologically to display sometimes gradual, sometimes quick changes in English literature since its start in Northumbria. The flow is stopped in 1920 by costs of using work still in copyright. The letter C beside the date of a work means circa – around that time – the exact date of writing or printing being unknown.

I list four pleasures I hope you find in this book, the nastiest first.


SEEING GREAT WRITERS IN A HUFF

Prefaces to first editions usually try to forestall criticism, those to later editions often counterblast it. Some authors resort to unfair tactics. The conservative monk or nun who wrote The Cloud of Unknowing, the sturdy corrupt journalist who wrote Moll Flanders are centuries apart, but both hint that their books will be abused or misunderstood by the vicious. The commonest defensive tactic is the lofty intimation, the second commonest is its counterpart, the poor mouth. Both show intelligences uneasy about their social standing – a very British disease. Sir Thomas More says he only publishes to stop enemies misquoting private correspondence. Wordsworth is even loftier: “Readers accustomed to the gaudiness and inane phraseology of many modern writers, if they persist in reading this book to its conclusion, will perhaps frequently have to struggle with feelings of strangeness and awkwardness.” He enjoyed constructing that sentence but our amusement is partly at his expense. American writers are better at critic-deflecting irony because they treat readers as equals: see Twain’s Notice to Huckleberry Finn. For a poor mouth defence see the start of Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Burns’ Dedication to the Caledonian Gentry. Charlotte Brontë’s preface to her second novel, Shirley, is in a class of its own, making such bitter fun of a snob who reviewed Jane Eyre that her genteel publisher would not print it.


THE BIOGRAPHICAL SNIPPET

Some prefaces blend declarations of faith with a personal experience, so we discover Shelley writing and sunbathing on a platform of green turf high among the ruins of the baths of Caracalla, George Bernard Shaw gallantly repelling a London prostitute. Such gossipy details make us feel at home in earlier times: sometimes more at home then than we feel in our own time.


THE PLEASURE OF THE ESSAY

Preface essays vary as greatly as their authors and often report on the state their civilization has reached, sometimes (like Pope and Walt Whitman) with satisfaction, sometimes (like King Alfred and Karl Marx) without. An essayist’s remarks, of course, only please when they confirm our settled opinions. As a Scottish socialist who thinks home rule a necessary step toward making a humane democracy I like Shelley’s statement in 1820 that “If England were divided into forty republics, each equal in population and extent to Athens . . . under institutions not more perfect than those of Athens, each would produce philosophers and poets equal to those who (if we except Shakspeare) have never been surpassed”; also Mandeville’s remark a century earlier that small peaceful, self-supporting states are the best homes of happiness. Those who find such statements comic, unconvincing or irrelevant will find plenty of remarks to support their own prejudices.


THE PLEASURE OF HEARING WRITERS CONVERSE

Many writers use prefaces to say what they love and hate in each other. Thus, Gavin Douglas before his translation of Virgil’s Aeneid tells why he likes that poem, scorns Caxton for using it as a cheap source of badly told stories, and gently criticizes Chaucer. Thus Shelley, before Prometheus Unbound, uses Plato and Bacon (who argued that societies can be improved) against Malthus and Paley (who argued that they cannot). It is refreshing to read how makers find great allies in the past to help them tackle the present. It helps us to see that literature is a conversation across boundaries of nation, century and language.


THE PLEASURE OF HISTORY

Great literature is the most important part of history. We forget this because we are inclined to see great works as worlds of their own rather than phases of the world shared by everyone. No wonder! At first sight the differences in style between Chaucer, Shakespeare, Dickens and today’s newspaper are so great that it is easier to think each describes a separate planet instead of our own world at different times and places. It is very hard to imagine a passage of history in any solidity and fluidity for more than a few years, even when we have lived through it. But we may get some experience of a civilization over several centuries from extracts which let us see, on adjacent pages, language changing from decade to decade in words of authors who usually know they are changing it. The taste, rhythm and meaning of a statement is the taste, rhythm and meaning of life when it was uttered.

But I want this book to be popular as well as scholarly, and here lies a problem. Most of us were taught just one way to spell the words we use, taught that other spellings are wrong or unreadable. To many an original page of Chaucer or Shakespeare therefore seems a gloomy exam they need extra teaching to pass, when the knack of understanding it can be picked up in an afternoon by anyone who thinks of it as an interesting puzzle, a pleasant wordgame. Storys to rede are delitabill, Suppos that thai be nocht bot fabill invites us into a great region of our language and history, and with a little thought is as easy to follow as the speech of Nigger Jim in Huckleberry Finn. But it takes time to see that, so I aim to seduce the general reader with the five following ploys.


EDITORIAL ESSAYS

English vernacular literature began and flourished with help from the first English rulers but was split into three periods (now called Early, Middle and Modern) by rulers who deliberately rejected it. An essay at the start sketches the history which at last let Caedmon dictate the first written English poem; later essays fill and explain two big gaps. Since Elizabethan times only British drama has been interrupted by government censorship so I have broken the flow of other writing into periods suggested by events that influenced it, prefacing each with a short essay on the event. If the language of an essay seems extra splendid, pompous or glib it may have been taken without acknowledgement from Thomas Carlyle, Thomas Babington Macaulay or an earlier book of my own. This warning also applies to marginal glosses.


TRANSLATIONS

All poetic prologues before 1500 and one after it have a modern version beside them to explain obsolete words. As prose loses less than poetry in translation I have saved space by modernising most prose prefaces before 1530 without giving the original.


CUTTING BITS OUT

Some prefaces were too long to print completely and too important to omit; so I shortened them but show where cuts are made by a line of these:

00000000000000


ROMAN TYPE THROUGHOUT

English was first written by Irish monks who enlarged the Roman alphabet with two letters not now used. The first introductory essay tells how these have been modernized.


MARGINAL GLOSSES

Each preface has notes in small type about its book, author, language and events shaping these. If the small type strains your eyes please use a magnifying glass. It will also help to read telephone directories. I wished – yes, and contracted with my publisher – to write every gloss myself, but could not finish them before the third millennium AD without help from a host of good writers working without pay. Their parts of the book are listed in an index at the end.

William Smellie said authors’ prefaces should contain the motives and circumstances which led them to make their books. I leave that explanation to the postscript. Meanwhile, since nobody reads a book like this from start to finish, I advise you to tackle it like a reviewer. Go first to the author and period you like best, then fish for tasty bits in other places. I hope you find them.
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ON WHAT LED TO ENGLISH LITERATURE
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BABIES EMBARRASS MASTERFUL MEN who find it queer that once they too could only wail, suck and excrete. When one year old we totter through a bewildering world on unsteady legs while small birds of the same age have already flown, mated, built nests and begun feeding their own children. What unique ability in the following years enables us to handle the world in so many surprising ways? Some say the strength and cleverness to fight in gangs for what we want, even against our own kind. We would have nothing worth fighting for if that was true. Our unique ability is to imagine and make new things through sharing. Conversation, not selfish belligerence, explains us best. It supplies and shapes all our thoughts yet we think little of it because all vocal creatures use it. Birds start singing before dawn to stir each other into briskness for the day ahead, then keep up a quieter texture of noise till sunset, announcing their position and territory with calls which tell when they are congregating toward food or dispersing from a danger. Cats meowl in chorus to declare their separate identities, sexual readiness and united cattishness. For the same reasons our ancestors the tree-rodents must have scolded and chattered a lot.

Though bigger than squirrels they were as alert, inquisitive, and varied in their diet, eating nuts, snails, berries, eggs, carrion, fruit and lice. Conscious choice (“Shall I part my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?”) began with this variety of edibles and increased when we came to scramble on the ground. Like pigs we grubbed up roots, like foxes grabbed fresh meat, but we grubbed and grabbed with forepaws, not snouts and teeth. Our comparatively flat faces were free to play with a range of utterances and expressions which should still be one of our great freedoms. Some scientists think the big human brain developed through ape people discovering more and more things to do with their hands while using these to do more and more things. Our ability to remember and choose between a large number of actions at last wiped from our nerves all but one inbred skill other beasts use, replacing the rest by a wholly new one.

The surviving instinct is imitation; the new one is making shareable signs for things. Both appear in children learning to talk. They get words by imitating their elders but invent names of their own for favourite objects. The inventions are generally ignored and usually the children stop using them because imitated words are more useful, but this private gibberish shows intelligence, not folly. At the same age children without dolls take a handy object and treat it as they want to be treated or as they wish to treat others. They make it a sign of life and hold communion with it. By shaping sounds and handling objects, by attaching memories and hopes to them, we learn to converse with ourselves and others. Conversing with ourself is thinking when done consciously, dreaming when not. Conversing with others enlarges both faculties.

In every age and society good conversation is informed by intelligent reading. Roughly a quarter million years ago folk like us began moving through the world, reading appearances of land, water, air with the intelligence of scholars mastering the contents of a profound book. Differences in the call of a bird and shape of a tree hinted at the presence of beasts to be hunted or avoided. Patterns and colours of stars, clouds and herbage foretold good or bad weather, showed when shifting camp was wise or dangerous. A constant need to interpret and explain gave the smallest and most isolated tribes descriptive vocabularies as intricate as those of Greece or Rome, languages as different as the lands they lived upon. From a genesis in Africa such tribes moved to Asia, peopling the Chinese plains so thoroughly later migrants went north and west and south, all living by methods which could change in a lifetime if surroundings changed. Speech and close reading were arts that made every other art possible.

At least once in human history the Arctic ice cap expanded south, changing the weather, sea levels, coastlines, nature of plants and animals. Elephants, rhinoceroses, ground sloths and other vast creatures survived by evolving thick pelts in ways Charles Darwin described. People survived by hunting such creatures, sometimes to extinction, and using their parts for food, covering and utensils. Social adaptation did not wholly replace Darwinian adaptation. People grew fatter and paler in the north, leaner and darker in the south. The unmigratory Chinese evolved extra inches of gut to get more nourishment from their rice. Where food was abundant the average human height became six feet or more. Exhaustion of the food supply or growing too many for it made us dwarfish, or caused warfare and more migration: but for a quarter million years we have kept the same pattern of brain and skeleton by changing our minds, tools, clothes and societies. Our biological conservatism has been prolonged by continual social reform prompted by questions no human brain can avoid or finally answer, questions all children must brood upon as soon as they start thinking.

Who am I? How did I come here?

What should I do? Where am I going?

All ways of life – skills, arts, faiths, traditions, customs, laws, politics, sciences – answer these questions. History is a summary of replies to them. Prehistoric replies have been deduced by seeing how the earliest Egyptian and Greek legends agree with those of folk living prehistorically.

Who am I?

One of YOUR family, YOUR tribe.

How did I come here?

The ground gave birth to the ancestors of you and every creature after a sexual union with the sky. All couplings and births re-enact that union, all seasons of growth repeat that birth.

What should I do?

Support your family and tribe by actions which revive them and the ground and creatures you live upon.

Where am I going?

Into the timeless state of ancestors who talk to us in dreams, traditions and legends.

I have simplified these answers. Some communities, seeing no connection between fucking and birth, thought a female sun, moon and earth had generated everything. Australian aborigines and at least one African nation thought a single father-god made everything single-handed; but male and female communion was the most widespread explanation of origins. Even today highly educated folk believe life was caused by extra-terrestrial radiations inducing fertility in a moist solution of earthly chemicals. And in every age people feel the finality of death is lessened by having children or doing deeds that get them remembered.

Greek and Roman historians thought primitive people happier than themselves, who lived in an age of iron weapons and warfare. Later historians thought the lives of uncivilized folk nasty, brutish and short because, lacking the discipline of strong governments, they must always be fighting each other. Neither view wholly convinces nowadays. In the first ninety-eight per cent of human history – roughly a quarter million years minus the equally rough six thousand when cities got built – the biggest communities were extended families, the biggest governments were elders of tribal federations meeting to settle local disputes or choose a leader in time of war. Wars were short and infrequent since plunder did not produce enough essential food. In very infertile places families lived so far apart that warfare and governments were equally impossible. Fewer were born in that unimaginably long time than in the first quarter of the twentieth century yet they mastered fire, domesticated animals, and by 4000 BC had settlements where grain and vines were cultivated. Though too small to be called cities such settlements invented arts making cities possible – fine stonework, carpentry, weaving, pottery and metalwork.

Great corporate achievements like the pyramid of Gizeh and a carriage that took three men to the moon and back seem astonishingly wasteful when compared with the first efficient axe or plough, yet we can sympathize with nineteenth-century scientists who first glimpsed the vast aeons of human existence and dismissed most of them as prehistoric savagery. Modern folk also want simple answers to “How did I come here?” and nobody can try to imagine over two hundred thousand centuries of human life – at least a million generations of nameless folk as intelligent and important as we are – without weariness and despair. It was easier to think them unimportant because they left no writing. Complex vocal signs are the only language small communities need. Only when big ones jostle to produce great properties and class divisions are complex written signs invented.

On a landmass split into three continents by the Mediterranean Sea many kinds of producer and maker began exchanging goods in markets, and markets attract thieves as surely as larders attract mice arid rats. Plato thought the first city was created when hunters on horseback invaded farmlands and made a stronghold from which to regularly plunder them. This may not have happened everywhere. In Italy farmers protected their produce in small walled towns, but by 3000 BC twenty cities of at least ten thousand people existed in Asia and north Africa. Though as different from each other as New York from Beijing or Rome they all stood on rivers amid a rich geometry of fields. All contained an underclass of slaves and craftsmen, a ruling class of professional soldiers and clerks, a king entitled Son of Heaven or Lord of Lords. Reigning dynasties had been founded by a conquering general whose senior officers usually kept his offspring in the job because when bosses fight among themselves underlings grow uncontrollable.

But the extent and stability of these empires also depended on a caste of writers who were civil service and priesthood. They supervised the gathering of wheat, barley or rice into stores that were the first national treasuries and banks: holy places because stored nourishment was stored life. A measure of grain could nourish a family for a month. From such a city tracks radiated into wildernesses beyond the power of the city, tracks that were the first trade routes. They were beaten by nomads bringing produce, ores and captured enemies to exchange for grain and other goods. The clergy managed weights, measures, tolls, taxes and answered essential questions on behalf of everyone.

Who am I?

A servant of this great empire.

How did I come here?

Your ancestors were created to serve this great empire by heavenly gods who made the empire while putting heaven and earth in order.

What should I do?

Obey the orders of the son of heaven who rules this great empire on behalf of eternal landlords in the sky.

Where am I going?

Into death for the empire, or into children who replace you in the glory of this great empire.

Some priests, writers and teachers in British and Japanese empires gave similar answers until soon after World War II. Rulers who were called sons of heaven probably believed it. Even Napoleon and Hitler thought themselves elevated by a star or supernatural intuition rather than people who found them useful.

When social grabbing and shoving dominate architecture it builds Babylon, Nineveh, Norman castles, Victorian factories, tower blocks, car parks and shopping centres: structures designed to take in as much as possible at guarded entrances and elsewhere show forbidding surfaces. Many cities have looked better than that. Borges describes how one appeared to a nomad it attracted: He sees something he has never seen, or has not seen ... in such plenitude. He sees the day and cypresses and marble. He sees a whole that is complex and yet without disorder; he sees a city, an organism composed of statues, temples, gardens, dwellings, stairways, urns, capitals, of regular and open spaces. None of these artifacts impresses him (I know) as beautiful; they move him as we might be moved today by a complex machine of whose purpose we are ignorant but in whose design we intuit an immortal intelligence.

The intelligence which makes a city attractive is knowledge and craftsmanship working for the good of the majority; in the variety of convenient goods and luxuries which are suggested, made and shared when many people converse. Knowledge dies if not widely shared. Early cities had libraries of law tables, religious and medical treatises, historical and astronomical records, maps, poems, stories and tax registers: all destroyed when the small class who could write and read was defeated by conquerors of a different speech. The Aryans who plundered the earliest Indian civilizations and destroyed their writings existed without writing for a thousand years. The literatures of ancient Babylon, Crete, Carthage and Etruria now exist as a few indecipherable inscriptions. Lengthy Egyptian and Assyrian texts survive but for fifteen centuries nobody could read them. Only China was so densely peopled, had such tightly organized communities, that every conqueror before the Euro-American invasion of 1839 could only govern it by learning the speech and writing of the conquered – which made them Chinese.

Not all learning in the shattered city libraries was lost. Every phonetic alphabet the world uses was adapted from the scripts of Sumeria, Assyria and Egypt by travellers and seafarers who had learnt to read lists and contracts by trading there. These mobile people also wrote agreements which are the best human laws, undiscussable dictates which are the worst, songs and epics about heroes and prophets who had made their nations. These writings became so widespread that city libraries were not needed to preserve them. Literate folk heard the dead talk to them through books and sometimes talked back. The words of Isaiah and Jesus were put beside those of Moses, the words of Aristophanes and Plato beside Homer, so later readers heard their ancestors converse across centuries. National literatures also began conversing. Oriental Buddhism happened when some Indian texts reached scholars in China, inspiring them with hunger for more. Before the nineteenth century barriers of desert and perplexingly different script stopped Indian and Chinese literature informing European readers, but intercourse between, intercourse with Hebrew, Greek and Roman writings changed people’s thinking in every European land, then every other civilization.

Scholars once thought the oldest Jewish and Greek books had been written around 1200 BC, soon after the exodus from Egypt and Trojan war they describe. Modern scholars think they were edited into their present form between 600 and 500 BC, though chanted, sung and partly written in earlier times. I will discuss the writings of these peoples separately under the headings of their most famous cities, mentioning books that inspired English writing.

JERUSALEM

The Hebrew Bible is a collection of legends, law-codes, histories, hymns, novellas, political diatribes, prophecies and proverbs unified by the earliest accounts of the most influential character in literature – the one and only invisible God. It says he made mankind out of clay, like a potter, but a century or two before Christ was born editors prefaced these books with a poem saying he made the whole universe like a poet, out of words –

Then God said let there be light and there was LIGHT.

No other folk have given such authority to speech reflected in writing. Others also thought important knowledge came from the spirit world through the mouths of priests and witch-doctors. The Jews preserved these messages through centuries, so it is possible to read God’s words changing as his chosen people grow from a family of Bedouin shepherds into a nation among other nations. In two comic chapters of Genesis the only God connives with a cunning trader who tricks foreigners out of wealth by pretending his wife is his sister. When the Israelites escape from Egypt God talks to them like a Pharaoh making a treaty with a weak neighbour, promising unlimited protection in return for unlimited obedience. When helping them conquer Palestine he orders the killing of helpless women, children and cattle, smiting the invaders with plague when they disobey. Later he refrains from destroying the city of the Jews’ greatest enemy because “it contains a multitude of people, above a hundred thousand who know not their right hand from their left, and also much cattle”. When the Jews get Palestinian kingdoms with Jerusalem as their holy city he becomes the voice of social justice, saying that worshipping him will not save them from foreign enemies if greedy kings and rich men take land from the poor. This voice lets nobody rest in the simple formula that God rewards virtue with worldly success. When the Persian empire does destroy Jerusalem and scatter the Jewish people the prophet Isaiah praises God for it – says that only when his people learn through misery to obey him in justice, mercy and humility will God send a Messiah to restore Israel. And throughout these writings, even among the queerest tales in Genesis, are statements that the Jews must keep God’s words alive for the good of people everywhere. The prophet Micah says the Messiah will bring peace to the world by bringing all people to follow God’s word. After Solomon’s temple was destroyed in 586 BC an orthodox Jew would have answered the big questions thus.

Who am I?

A man made in God’s image, and a Jew.

How did I come here?

God made all people wanderers when he drove them out of Eden for disobedience; made a pact with your own ancestors when he gave them the Ten Commandments while leading them out of Egypt; gave them the promised land of Palestine and Holy City of Jerusalem, sent them again into exile: perhaps because they broke the pact by further disobedience: perhaps for reasons we do not yet know.

What should I do?

Trust God whatever happens. Obey the Ten Commandments and other laws in the Holy Books; maintain and educate a family that keeps God’s Word alive among nations who do not know it.

Where am I going?

Only God knows, but if your descendants keep God’s Word he will one day restore them to Jerusalem.

By this faith Jews survived conquest and dispersal by Babylon, Persia, Greece, Egypt and later empires until Ibsen called Jews the aristocracy of nations because (he said) they needed no homeland or government. This was not quite true. Their homeland and government were their scriptures. Devotion to these gave them more cohesion, education and intelligence than can exist in nations whose governments discourage education because they want obedient underlings, not ones who think for themselves.

ATHENS

The tiny settlements of the earliest Greeks resembled those of the Vikings in their oared sailing ships and piratical war codes. They grew into city-states on so many Mediterranean islands, coasts and narrow valleys that not even Alexander’s empire could bring them under one government. Though often at war with each other all spoke the language of the Iliad and Odyssey, Homer united them more than any political federation because his epic poems showed folk like themselves fighting, scheming, slaughtering cattle, pruning hedges, laundering sheets and arguing strongly with their kings and immortal gods. Their many kinds of government (landed aristocracies, military castes, popular dictatorships, electoral democracies) were small enough to be influenced by single voices, so discussion ruled them as much as force. This, plus curiosity about other people, gave the Greeks astonishing intellectual freedom. Socrates (for example) paid tribute to the several gods of his state, sometimes spoke of one God who was superior to all, obeyed the small god or daemon of his own intuition, and while insisting on his ignorance questioned the reasons given for everything.

Hebrew literature shows one great idea adapting to many ages and places. Greek literature shows a multitude of ideas, equally valid but often in conflict. These produce the tragedy and comedy of Greek drama, the fair-mindedness of history books which explain their enemies’ viewpoint, the balance of Plato’s dialogues and scope of Aristotle’s lectures. If an educated Athenian of 400 BC had questioned himself, one who could vote because he was neither slave, woman nor descended from immigrants, he might have said this.

Who am I?

A Greek who talks the language of Homer; a citizen of the world’s foremost democracy.

How did I come here?

Ancient stories say different things: that the one and only First Mother was made pregnant by the wind her dancing raised, or that chaos and darkness laid an egg from which earth and immortal gods were hatched. The first gods were Titans and giants, a crude lot conquered by the family of Zeus, the gods of our cities. Yet a Titan called Prometheus is supposed to have made the first people from clay and water then given them fire, which hitherto only gods had enjoyed. Aeschylus describes Prometheus as a sort of revolutionary hero. Democritus, a great joker, explained everything by the atomic hypothesis. He said chaos was a flux of atoms so unstable that they combined in every possible way until a time HAD to come (for time is endless) when they formed our universe. That means the supreme God is chance – fate – destiny. City folk have always suspected that; only farmers think each year can be made to repeat the last. Anaxagoras tried to get rid of fate by saying mind was a natural property of atoms –that they united into plants and animals as inevitably we unite in tribes and cities. He even said freak births were nature’s way of making new species. For that we condemned him to death as an atheist. Reason is one of the gods’ greatest gifts but nothing should be overdone.

What should I do?

Not like Diogenes! He says men are no better than dogs and proves it by living in a barrel, feeding on scraps and cursing all political systems. I live as happily as I can. That needs health and wealth so I bathe and exercise often in the public gymnasium, eat and drink well (though never too much) and mind my business. But no business can prosper if the state does not, so I attend parliament, listen closely to debates and vote on major issues. If the majority vote for war and the rota orders men of my constituency oversea I collect weapons and rations and am ready to embark in an hour, even though I voted for peace. Athens will only stay richer than envious rivals if Athenians act together, however much we argue before casting our votes. Luckily the few and the many, the snobs and the proles know that as well as I do.

Where am I going?

The soul may be immortal but whoever heard of a happy ghost? My funeral rites should gain me eternal rest, even if I do die in battle. I can’t foretell the future of my city. No state like the Athenian democracy has existed before; that’s why Pericles called us schoolmasters of the world. Pessimists say that, compared with Egypt and Sparta, we’re too changeable to last. But the steady Egyptians and Spartans lead miserable lives! The first are obsessed with dying, the second with killing. Half the wealth of Egypt is put into tombs and Spartan boys are taught that death in battle is better than retreat. We Athenians are more flexible, yet we beat Spartans as often as they beat us. If chance IS the supreme god then Athens, like Troy, will be conquered one day but we will leave as famous a name. What better can any nation do?

Athens was conquered by the Macedonians in 338 BC and fifty years later the east Mediterranean was ruled by descendants of Alexander’s generals. The Greek language grew so widespread that a group of rabbis translated the Hebrew scriptures into Greek so that Grecian Jews could read them. This made easy the later addition of Christian gospels, also written in Jewish-Greek dialect, but most Greek and Jewish scholars shared cities as foxes and hedgehogs share forests. Greeks snapped up useful ideas anywhere. Jews cultivated a carefully protected tradition. Greeks saw life as a possibly tragic struggle with the political present. Jews saw it as a stage in a hard journey from a better but remote past to a better, maybe equally remote future. Only the furnace of imperial Rome forged such different wisdoms together, making something new.

ROME

Rome began as a small republic of belligerent farmers. Rich landowners managed the senate and officered the army while allowing plebeians just enough representation to give the state unity in a crisis. The crisis lasted until Rome led a federation of Italian towns that conquered every coast round the Mediterranean. Nations east of Italy were accustomed to imperial rule and here the Roman army taxed and took tolls by policing towns, roads and shipping lanes. In western Europe roads and towns hardly existed so the army built them. It could only prevail in territories that became sources of revenue so commanders made permanent bases on boggy streams which at first sight did not look like trade routes. That is how Paris and London were founded. The Celts of France, Spain and Britain probably viewed Roman incomers like native Americans viewing the first Europeans. They could not be defeated in fight but there was room to avoid them: until native plantations and hunting grounds were inside a network of roads linking fortresses and garrison towns. Then garrison commanders offered local tribes the benefits of Roman rule in return for regular supplies of local produce, and ordered local chieftains to supply labour to repair roads and dig mines, and enclosed fertile ground to make estates for Roman officials. Tribes who resisted were conquered and men, women, children sold through slave markets on the Mediterranean coast: thus resistance was also turned into revenue.

The Romans extended and adminstered their empire by writing laws and reports in clear, curt, pithy Latin, but those who needed ideas along with big estates stocked their libraries with Greek literature because for centuries great poetry and philosophy were as beyond Latin authors as the art of making bronze statues was beyond Roman craftsmen. As the republic ended in conspiracies and civil war the best account of Mediterranean civilization was still Homer’s, the best thing Rome had done was preserve and propagate the work of the Greeks. Educated Romans knew this.

Twenty-seven years before Christ was born Caesar Augustus became first Roman emperor with the help of Maecenas, a Roman banker. After defeating his civil-war rivals Augustus (I quote the Oxford Classical Dictionary) “assured freedom of trade and wealth to the upper classes”, and, “gave peace, as long as it was consistent with the interests of the empire and the myth of his glory”. As smart a publicist as Louis XIV or Napoleon, he wanted writers to glorify his empire too, but the most popular was Ovid who described the love affairs of men and gods, sometimes from a comic standpoint. Augustus banished him to Russia after finding a Roman poet who, like the Greek Hesiod, had made verse about peaceful farming. Encouraged and funded by the most powerful men in the new empire Virgil, who hated war, wrote an epic to rival Homer and justify Rome’s conquests.

Like all deep thinkers on human history Virgil was more disturbed by the sufferings of the defeated than dazzled by splendid winners. He did not describe the empire growing from a small thatch-roofed republic to a marble-surfaced, world-bullying capital. His story describes the struggles of a Trojan refugee, Aeneas, who escapes from Troy while the Greeks loot and burn it. Aeneas leads his son and a few survivors round several Mediterranean coasts, suffering hardship and abandoning the woman he loves before reaching Italy and fighting to found the state which will become Rome. Homer’s heroes are moved by greed for fame, sex and wealth. Virgil’s Aeneas is modest, careful, steady and guided like Moses by one idea: to get a home for his people. During that struggle the gods encourage him with a vision of the future when his greatest descendant, Caesar Augustus, will make a peaceful home for all mankind by becoming emperor of Europe, Asia and Africa. Virgil died before completing this epic and after ordering his secretaries to burn it. He has been called a perfectionist who did not want to be remembered by something incomplete. The obvious reason is his loss of faith in conquest, in Caesarism. Caesar Augustus preserved and published the Aeneid because it answered four questions exactly as he wished.

Who am I?

A citizen of the world’s greatest empire.

How did I come here?

Through efforts of heroic ancestors who made this empire by conquest of Europe, Africa, Asia.

What should I do?

Be brave, steady, patient. Despise death while defending Roman law and empire. Let others sing sweeter songs and make more beautiful statues – your business is war and taxation, which preserve civilized order and peace.

Where am I going?

To a contented death if you have taught your children to preserve and inherit Roman order.

These answers could inspire folk who prospered with Rome but not slaves, women and Jews. Slaves were defined as property by Roman law, so it was no crime for owners to kill them and Roman games made their torture and massacre a spectator sport. This was supposed to strengthen the state by teaching children not to fear death. Motherhood was violated by a law saying children were also property. Masterful men who only wanted one or two heirs had unwanted babies, mostly girls, left in public places to die or be picked up by anybody with a use for one. The babies of slaves were valued even less. While wars filled the slave market with male and female adults it was cheaper to buy one than pay to have it reared from infancy. Slaves and women were practically powerless but the Jews had their homeland again under the rule of King Herod. He had rebuilt Solomon’s temple so thought himself the Messiah foretold by the prophets. Most of his subjects disagreed. He kept killing those he suspected of plotting against him, including wife and son. The land was policed by a Roman army since Herod was a client of Augustus Caesar, who the Roman senate had proclaimed a god. This, with human blood sport and infanticide, broke most of the Ten Commandments. It made the Roman Empire an open blasphemy for Jews who wanted a true Messiah. Many orthodox families who bore a son – many an intelligent son hearing the scriptures recited – must have wondered if he was the chosen redeemer and shudderingly prayed he was not. Jews often regarded God as small children regard an alarming father. One of the Psalms attributed to David begs God to stop tormenting his people with terrible commands.

CHRISTIANITY

Soon after AD 50 Latin writers reported that a Jewish religion had spread like a plague even to Rome, moving lowly folk to abandon their ancestral gods, split with their families and undermine the State. They held love-feasts (it was claimed) where they drank blood and enjoyed promiscuous sex. What made them dangerous were their answers to the big questions, and success in teaching them to others.

Who am I?

A Christian made in God’s image, as all people are.

How did I come here?

From God, who made the world and everyone in it because he loves them, and from Adam and Eve who brought sin and suffering into the world because they disobeyed him.

What should I do?

Believe first the word of God which he gave through Moses and the prophets of Israel: obey the Ten Commandments, love God with all your heart and mind and soul, and your neighbour as yourself. Believe also Jesus who is God’s word made flesh and was killed by Roman law and rose from the dead because God’s word is stronger than death. Jesus says: Forgive those who sin against you and God will forgive your sins. Bless them who curse you, love those who hate you, don’t resist evil. If you have wealth, give it to the poor. By helping others you increase Christ’s kingdom; by hurting others (children especially) you injure him.

Where am I going?

To the kingdom of heaven where Christ will bring all who believe and obey him, for he will return on the last day to judge mankind when the dead are resurrected.

The first Christian priests were folk who had heard of Jesus and were spreading news of his life and teaching. The earliest services were a sharing of bread and wine in memory of his last supper. All we now know of him is in four short Greek Gospels written or edited into their present state about fifty years after his crucifixion. They do not perfectly agree. In one he says Those who are not against us are for us, in another, Those who are not for us are against us. At least two accounts of his resurrection contradict each other. His terrible last words on the cross, My God my God why have you forsaken me? show the totally defeated that he was one of them, but have led some to doubt that he made the universe. But the Gospels agree in showing one who preached a wholly selfless life in words from Hebrew scripture, whose deeds were based on its prophecies, who angered established teachers, priests and rulers by the size of his following.

Nobody doubted that Christianity was a Jewish faith before AD 70 when a Judean rising against Rome was bloodily crushed, Jerusalem and Solomon’s temple destroyed yet again. A majority of Christians now lived outside Judea. To help them evade anti-semitic law an addition was made to the Gospels. It said Pontius Pilate, governor of Judea, asked a Jewish mob for permission to release Christ in accordance with a Jewish custom of pardoning a criminal on the feast of the Passover, and the mob got Christ crucified by demanding the release of a robber instead. But Jews never celebrated Godly festivals by releasing folk who had broken the Ten Commandments, nor did Roman governors consult local mobs as if they were juries. Shifting blame for Christ’s death from Roman rule to Jewish crowd made Christians and Jews obnoxious to each other. It also made Christianity more agreeable to Roman rulers. When Caesar Constantine moved the seat of imperial government from Rome to Constantinople in AD 331 the new capital was dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Christianity was the official imperial religion. Christian bigots then destroyed their neighbours’ synagogues and temples, sometimes urged to it by bishops quarrelling with each other about the nature of the God who had told them to love their enemies. But infanticide was reduced, gladiatorial games banned, and in churches the owners and slaves received communion as equals.

Nietzsche thought Christianity the invention of cunning slaves who made a virtue of being poor and powerless. Gibbon, seeing the power of imperial rule weaken as the churches multiplied, blamed Christianity for its decline and fall. But the fall of the Roman Empire has been exaggerated. Christianity and foreign invasion changed it into the several states that became modern Europe. If civilizations live by language, knowledge and art then Jerusalem, Athens and Rome are living still. In east Europe the empire belonged to those who ruled and worshipped God in Greek, in the west the main language was Latin. The great early Christian authors (Saints Paul, Jerome and Augustine) worked in Palestine and north Africa where Greek, Latin and Hebrew mingled. Paul’s letters show how scattered congregations were drawn into one church. Jerome, using Latin, turned Hebrew and Greek scripture into one Bible. Augustine’s City of God revived a Hebrew legend that the rabbis who edited Genesis had omitted. It said that in a previous universe God had been served by lesser gods who rebelled against him so were sent to hell. God then made humanity to take their place in heaven, with the world where the loyalty of each would first be tested. He let the devils in hell become the false gods of the pagans. From this origin Augustine used the Bible, Greek philosophy and Roman history to show humanity as two vast processions marching through the ages, one led heavenward by the church, one hellward without. Maybe Christ’s answers to the main questions did not need this elaboration, but it was used to propagate them. For at least seventeen centuries Christians fought over church government and points of doctrine, but men of every Christian sect accepted Augustine’s overall framework. It gave them dignity.

Women were less well served. Hebrew and Greek traditions described male gods making men in their own image, with women as afterthoughts who brought evil into the world. Only Greek Sappho left lasting songs about the joy and sorrow of womanly love. Only Euripides wrote tragedy about the oppression of women by glory-seeking warriors. Official Christianity condemned warlike fame but still deprived women of respect. It said God’s Word had refused to become flesh in the dirty vessel of a naturally pleased womb, so women without the priestlike strength to love God alone should submit to breeding Christians in a posture of stoical passivity. Between Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and Chaucer’s Wife of Bath very few women with freedom of choice appear in literature. All are saints or harlots.

In the fourth century AD the Chinese empire expanded beyond its Great Wall, displacing fierce nomads who invaded Europe from the north. The Greek part of the empire held firm and advised the western provinces to start ruling and defending themselves, but years of dependence had made them incapable. The new conquerors had no central government or monetary economy. From a chaos of warrior landlords grew feudal Europe: a collection of states ruled by knights, dukes, counts and kings, whose wealth was the men they commanded. The millennium between AD 400 and 1400 was once called The Dark Ages as if a foggy valley separated the sunny heights of pagan Rome from the bright slopes of Renaissance Italy; but these ages seemed as bright as ours to most who dwelled in them. There is continuous information about every province Rome lost except Britain because elsewhere Christian priests remained active where the legions retreated. The strength of literate thought, or God’s word, or both, is shown in how fast belligerent invaders got christened. Chieftains who had worshipped Thor and Wodin in the German forests conquered Paris and Toledo, Arles and Ravenna, yet their children became kings who adored the relics of martyrs, discussed the Holy Trinity with archbishops and gave monastic lands to abbots. The new military rulers did not know how to read, write or talk easily in the language of the natives. The Christian church was an organization that helped them with all these things. The church had bishops and priests in every town and most settlements. Monasteries became almost the only homes of literature. The few kings who tried ruling in spite of the church were soon replaced by better Christians everywhere, except Britain.

BRITAIN

In Virgil’s first pastoral poem a small farmer robbed of his land by the government laments that he and those like him must now disperse:

To Scythia, bone-dry Africa, the chalky spate of the Oxus,

Even to Britain, that place cut off at the very world’s end.

Britain is now the home of nearly fifty-six million people (56,000,000!) over nine-tenths of them in dense urban clusters. Of the remaining land nearly half is very fertile and supports mixtures of arable and cattle farming. The rest is mountain, hill, moorland and downs where very few folk live because it is used for sheep farms, military projects, cheap forestry and the sports of the wealthy. When Julius Caesar invaded Britain it housed less than a million who dwelt mainly in high valleys, bays and islands round the coast and on moorlands and downs where the prehistoric stone monuments and earth-works stand. Land now occupied by our cities and agriculture was mostly swampy forest because good soil near slow wide rivers can only be cultivated when banks are made firm and the ground drained. Outside the uplands farming had to be in clearings. The legions subdued Britain up to Pictland, though their hold on Wales and the north was slight and they did not touch Ireland. They built towns supported by villa farming and linked by roads piercing the deciduous jungle. General Constantine was opposing the Picts in AD 306 when his father died and the troops proclaimed him Caesar. It was he who, without being christened, made Christianity the imperial religion and moved the capital east from Rome to Constantinople. Two and a half centuries later a historian and diplomat there wrote a geography book saying an area of Britain is under so thick a layer of snakes that none can stand there, some air so poisonous none can breathe it. He said Britain was a home of the dead because boatmen on the French coast ferried ghosts by night across the narrow channel to the British shore. Like the planet Mars in the early twentieth century, Britain had become a place of which anything could be imagined. The English had come.

THE ENGLISH

The press of populations westward had moved Danish and German tribes across the sea in ships. Their skill in woodcraft is proved by those ships, in metalwork by their weapons. In Roman Britain they found woodlands like those they had left. Though gladly grabbing the lands of Roman villas they shunned towns, identifying these with slavery. Many little quarrelsome kingdoms were founded, six with the names and territories of modern English counties.

The completeness of their conquest is astonishing. The Britons these English drove into Cornwall and Wales, Galloway and Strathclyde were descendants of a race that had built Stonehenge and stoutly resisted Rome. The whites who conquered the American red folk let rivers, towns, counties, whole states in the U.S.A, keep Indian names. But in England hardly a Celtic name survives. In AD 314 British bishops attended a synod of the Roman church in France. By the end of the next century all England was pagan and even days were named after Norse gods. The North Sea became a German sea with German tribes and kingdoms on its coasts from Norway down to France in the east, from Kent up to Edinburgh in the west. But the Germans in mainland Europe were being informed by the language and faith of those they conquered. In the land of the English Roman and Christian thought vanished as completely as the art of building with stone and brick.

But though the North sea had become a German Mediterranean, the Irish sea was still Celtic with kingdoms of Ireland on its west shores, Scottish islands and peninsula to the north, Strathclyde, Cumbria, Wales and Cornwall on the east and south. The vitality of Christianity is proved by how it throve among Gaels who neither Romans nor English had conquered. Monasteries were founded where monks copied Jerome’s Bible and other Latin classics while writing chronicles and poems in Gaelic as well as Latin. For two or three centuries before the Viking invasions this Celtic Mediterranean was safe for scholarship. The cathedral island of Iona became its spiritual capital. Two seas and stormy new pagan kingdoms separated this Celtic church from the Roman one, which had little time for peaceful scholarship. Islam was taking Africa and Spain away from it; and in north Europe the priesthood helping to civilize the fierce Gothic monarchies was for a while semi-barbarized by them. The bishop of Rome and heads of the Greek church in Constantinople disagreed about the Holy Trinity. It is no wonder that Irish–Scottish clergy got a high reputation round the old Mediterranean. They founded monasteries in Burgundy and Switzerland. Their Christian scholarship from the far side of a pagan wilderness encouraged the idea of Britain as a dank dangerous forested place lit by supernatural gleams. The English inhabitants also had this view of life when they learned to write it. Reader, after another four paragraphs and a prayer you will reach the start of this anthology.

In the seventh century Northumbria became the biggest and most stable English kingdom, holding back Picts north of the Forth and Mercians south of the Humber, while driving the Welsh of Cumbria further into the west: yet in less than fifty years it was Christianized by monks from Iona. At Jarrow, Wearmouth and the Holy Isle of Lindisfarne they and their pupils made gospel books in a style sometimes called Hiberno–Saxon, meaning Irish–English. The initials of words were surrounded or filled with richly interwoven Celtic scrolls and spirals, skilfully inlaid with gold and the jewelled colours the Anglo-Saxons used in their finest metal ornaments. Remember a piece of music, or a building, or machine, or anything which gave you delight along with astonishment that people could make it. Pages of the book of Kells and the Lindisfarne gospel are as good as that. Until the ninth century such books, with church ornaments of metal and ivory, were Britain’s only notable export – the continental clergy wanted them. And at Whitby in a monastery with a Gaelic name (Streaneshalch) the new Christian learning stirred two very different people into making the first English literature.

Hilda’s uncle Edwin was a pagan king whose conquest of Gaelic Dun Eiden turned it into Saxon Edinburgh. He got baptized five years before he died and Hilda, then thirteen, was baptized with him. She became an abbess and saint after ruling the double monastery for nuns and monks at Whitby. It was there she heard that a local herdsman wanted to be a poet though he had not composed anything. An angel in a dream had ordered him to sing about “the beginning of things”, but he knew too little to start. Hilda tested the man’s talent by getting priests to tell him the Christian creation story and to write down what he made of it. His verses were good. He never learned to write but was enrolled in the monastery where he dictated more poems.

Any talent which gives a good new thing to others is a miracle, but commentators have thought it extra miraculous that England’s first known poet was an illiterate herd. They forgot three things.

ONE

Poetry is a kind of speech, not a kind of writing. For over half a million years poets learned to make it by hearing it sung or recited, then by repeating it with the changes and additions they preferred. In a very few places, three or four thousand years ago, writing approached poetry as a humble secretary, able to record an especially good poem so that later folk could not change or lose it. The vulgar notion that a poet must be a writer arrived when a lot of wealthy literate folk decided nothing good could be made without the help of their expensive educations, except by a miracle. In Hilda’s day even emperors could not write. Nobody expected it of a poet.

TWO

After hearing and repeating poems until the rhythms and the vocabularies are in their nerves, poets need long uninterrupted spells of talking to themselves. Herding once allowed this. From Theocritus in ancient Greece to James Hogg twenty centuries later, the link between herding and poetry was so famous a literary cliché that even writers forgot it had been a fact.

THREE

The miracle was a clever strong ruler using her learning and advantages to free a poet in the serf class. Most patrons who want poetry seek it where Augustus and Maecenas searched – in a social class close to their own. With more like Hilda literature would not now contain such huge silences and absences about most people’s lives. She really was a saint.

So now English literature can start. A monk who got learning from the Irish Scots is taking dictation from a herdsman singing to him in a Northumbrian dialect of Anglo-Saxon. He sings a Jewish creation story transmitted to him through at least three other languages by a Graeco–Roman–Celtic–Christian church. The verse forms and vocabularies in the poet’s nerves were learned from pagan German warrior chants, the climate is north British so his Genesis poem is fiercer, more spooky and colder than the version most of us know in the translation authorized by James the sixth and first in 1611. The monk writing this down uses an alphabet close to our own, a Roman adaptation of a Greek adaptation of a Semitic adaptation of an Egyptian adaptation of signs first used beside the Euphrates river in the city of Sumer, later called Babylon, four thousand years before Christ.

The Anglo-Saxon alphabet had two letters we do not now use: one for the soft noise which starts thud and ends bath, one for the lightly buzzing noise which starts the, ends breathe and wreathe. Bede, King Alfred and Geoffrey Chaucer wrote these letters, but after 1474 they were pushed out by the coming of movable type from Germany through France: countries whose alphabets had not been enlarged. I apologize for replacing both thorn and hook by th. This compromise will not stop you getting some taste of the language the poet and the monk used if you murmur aloud Christ’s best known prayer in Anglo-Saxon. The more familiar Tudor English version will help understanding. Note that in 650 the c is always hard, and a final e is pronounced, so rice sounds like ricki.


	CHRIST’S PRAYER: c. 650
	CHRIST’S PRAYER: c. 1550


	Faeder ure,
	Our father


	Thu the eart on heofonum,
	Whyche art in heaven,


	Si thin nama gehalgod.
	Halowed be thy name.


	Tobecume thin rice.
	Thy Kyngdome come.


	Gewurthe thin willa on eorthan swa swa onheofonum.
	Thy wyll be doen in yearth, as it is in heaven.


	Urne gedaeghwamlican half syle us to daeg.
	Geve us this daye our dayly breade.


	And forgyf us ure gyltas swa swa we forgyfathurum gyltendum.
	And forgeve us our trespaces, as wee forgevethem that trespasse agaynst us.


	And ne gelaed thu us on costnunge
	And leade us not into temptacion.


	Ac alys us of yfele. Sothlice.
	But deliver us from evill.


	
	Amen.




All these old English words contain sounds of words we still use in similar ways, apart from rice (realm, or reich in German) and sothlice (truth-like or truly). Gewurthe means, worth be given: the unwieldy-looking gedaeghwamlican has daily inside it: hlaf means loaf: gyltas, guilt: gyltendum, guilty-doers-to: costnunge, a bad or costly choice: alys, release. Spoken in northern accents Christ’s prayer in Anglo-Saxon sounds oddly familiar. Some Scottish and Northumbrian folk still say “oor faither” and “thoo art”.

Read on, please.
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