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Epigraph

With the greater part of rich people, the chief enjoyment of riches consists in the parade of riches, which in their eye is never so complete as when they appear to possess those decisive marks of opulence which nobody can possess but themselves.



Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776), Book One, Chapter xi.
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Introduction

The simple truth, wrote Philip Hamerton, is that capital is the nurse and governess of the arts, not always a very wise or judicious nurse, but an exceedingly powerful one. And in the relation of money to art, the man who has money will rule the man who has art  (for) starving men are weak. (Thoughts about Art, 1873) Hamerton was a landscape-painter who had studied both in London and in Paris. However, it was chiefly as a critic and as the founding-editor of The Portfolio (187094) that he made his contribution to the arts. In 1873, Hamerton had lived through a quarter-century of economic growth: one of the most sustained booms ever recorded. He had seen huge fortunes made, and knew the power of money:


But [he warned] for capital to support the fine arts, it must be abundant  there must be superfluity. The senses will first be gratified to the full before the wants of the intellect awaken. Plenty of good meat and drink is the first desire of the young capitalist; then he must satisfy the ardours of the chase. One or two generations will be happy with these primitive enjoyments of eating and slaying; but a day will come when the descendant and heir of these will awake into life with larger wants. He will take to reading in a book, he will covet the possession of a picture; and unless there are plenty of such men as he in a country, there is but a poor chance there for the fine arts.1



In mid-Victorian Britain, it was Hamertons industrialist contemporaries  many of them the inheritors of successful family businesses  who were the earliest patrons of the Pre-Raphaelites. A generation later, it would be American railroad billionaires and their widows who created the market for French Impressionists. Youve got a wonderful house  and another in the country, ran a recent double-spread advertisement in a consumer magazine. Youve got a beautiful car  and a luxury four-wheel-drive. Youve got a gorgeous wife  and she says that she loves you. Isnt it time to spoil yourself?2 If one mans trophy asset is a BeoVision Avant, anothers positional good is a Czanne.

Positional goods are assets, like Czannes, with a high scarcity value. They appeal especially to super-rich collectors, wanting the reassurance of those decisive marks of opulence which nobody can possess but themselves.3 But for the fine arts to prosper generally and for new works to be commissioned, the overall economy must be healthy: there must [in Hamertons words] be superfluity. Accept the simplest explanation that fits all the facts at your disposal is the principle known as Occams Razor. And while economic growth has never been the only condition for investment in the arts, it is (and always has been) the most necessary. Collectors pay high prices when the market is rising; even the best painters need an income to continue. It was Sickert, the English Impressionist, who once told Whistler, painting must be for me a profession and not a pastime. And it was Sickerts contemporary, Stanhope Forbes, who confessed to his mother, just before his fortunes changed: The wish to do something that will sell seems to deprive me of all power over brushes and paints. Forbess marine masterpiece, A Fish Sale on a Cornish Beach (1885), painted in Newlyn the following year, at last brought him the recognition he had craved.

Before that happened, Forbes had depended on the support of well-off parents. And very few aspiring artists, even today, can succeed without an early helping hand. Princes and writers, wrote John Capgrave in 1440, have always been mutually bound to each other by a special friendship  (for) writers are protected by the favour of princes and the memory of princes endures by the labour of writers. Capgrave (the scholar) wanted a pension from Duke Humphrey (the prince). So he put Humphrey the question: Who today would have known of Lucilius [procurator of Sicily and other Roman provinces] if Seneca had not made him famous by his Letters? Equally, however, those men of old, who adorned the whole body of philosophy by their studies, did not make progress without the encouragement of princes. In Duke Humphreys day, it is not the arts that are lacking, as someone says, but the honours given to the arts. Accordingly, Grant us a Pyrrhus and you will give us a Homer. Grant us a Pompey and you will give us a Tullius (Cicero). Grant us a Gaius (Maecenas) and Augustus and you will also give us a Virgil and a Flaccus (Horace).4

There have been patrons of genius in every century: Abbot Desiderius in the eleventh century, St Bernard in the twelfth; Louis IX in the thirteenth century, Jean de Berri in the fourteenth; Philip the Good in the fifteenth century, Julius II in the sixteenth; and so on. Tiny seafaring Portugal has had three of them. Manuel the Fortunate (14951521), the first of those, could build what he liked out of the profits of West Africa and the Orient. Then, two centuries later, John V (170750) and Joseph I (175077) grew rich on the gold of Brazil. From the mid-1690s, word of the new discoveries in the Brazilian Highlands had spread quickly throughout Europes arts communities. And Western art can show few better examples of what biologists call quorum-sensing than the instant colonizing of Joanine Portugal by foreign artists of all kinds  by the painters Quillard, Dupr and Femine, by the sculptors Giusti and Laprade, by the engravers Debrie and Massar de Rochefort, and by the architects Ludovice and Nasoni, Juvarra, Mardel and Robillon  most of whom returned home just as soon as the gold of Minas Gerais was exhausted.

Brazils vast treasures included diamonds as well as gold, with sugar, hides, tobacco and mahogany. And the splendours of Portugals Rococo architecture under its Braganza kings owed as much to the fortunes of returned colonial merchants and administrators. In London a little later, Charles Burney, author of a four-volume General History of Music (177689), recognized the creative link between a thriving business community and the arts:


All the arts seem to have been the companions, if not the produce, of successful commerce; and they will, in general, be found to have pursued the same course  that is, like Commerce, they will be found, upon enquiry, to have appeared first in Italy; then in the Hanseatic towns; next in the [Burgundian] Netherlands; and by transplantation, during the sixteenth century, when commerce became general, to have grown, flourished, matured, and diffused their influence, in every part of Europe.5



London, when Burney wrote, had taken the place of Brussels and Amsterdam as the commercial capital of the West. And Burneys artist-contemporaries, in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, included Joshua Reynolds and George Romney, Thomas Gainsborough, George Stubbs and Benjamin West. When they were joined shortly afterwards by William Blake, John Constable and J.M.W. Turner, even the French had to acknowledge the excellence of British art  of Constable as a cloud-painter and of Turner as a colourist  indisputably of world class for the first time.

Commerce and peace go together. In Thomas Jeffersons first inaugural address as President of the United States of America, he called for Peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations  entangling alliances with none. And in 1801, nobody knew better the profits of neutrality than Jefferson himself  planter, statesman and architect-connoisseur  presiding over the unprecedented growth of the republics economy when almost every other Western nation was at war. Erasmus had written movingly in 1517 of the wickedness, savagery, and madness of waging war, and had castigated princes who are not ashamed to create widespread chaos simply in order to make some tiny little addition to the territories they rule.6 Yet just two centuries later, I have loved war too much, confessed Louis XIV (16431715) on his deathbed. And during the Sun Kings long reign, even building  his other passion  had come second to campaigning; for the two main construction programmes at Louiss enormous palace at Versailles  the first from 1668, the second ten years later  corresponded closely with rare intervals of peace. Charles XI of Sweden (166097), a contemporary of the French king, inherited an economy almost destroyed by war and by the military adventures of the Vasas. In the next generation, Sweden would be reduced to penury again as his son, Charles XII, took up arms. But for almost twenty years from 1680 (when Charles XI declared himself absolute) neutrality was the policy of his regime. During that time, Swedens treasury was replenished and its war-debts were cleared, leaving a sufficiency in Charless coffers to complete his country mansion at Schloss Drottningholm, near Stockholm, and to start another big Baroque palace in the capital.

Money, wrote Bernard Shaw in The Irrational Knot (1905), is indeed the most important thing in the world. And it is usually the very wealthy who control it. Yet there have been exceptional episodes in the history of Western art when the arts have been governed neither by princes nor connoisseurs, but by the tyranny of little choices of the many. In recession-prone Europe, after the catastrophe of the Black Death (13479), few individuals were seriously wealthy. However, there has never been a time when more money has been spent on memorial and votive architecture than under the collective sponsorship of the gilds. After the Reformation, when the pains of Purgatory had been forgotten, it was the individual investment choices of men of modest means that supported the Dutch Golden Age. All Dutchmen, noted the English traveller Peter Mundy in 1640, fill their parlours with costly pieces (pictures), butchers and bakers not much inferiour in their shoppes  yea many times black smithes, coblers, etc. will have some picture or other by their Forge and in their stall. There were more than two million new paintings on Dutch walls by 1660. Their houses are full of them, said John Evelyn.7

I end my book at the First World War, when many were asking what constituted art and what, in the last resort, it was for. Is that all?, asked the Modernist critic, Roger Fry, in his Essay in Aesthetics (1909), quoting a contemporary definition of the art of painting (by a certain painter, not without some reputation at the present day) as the art of imitating solid objects upon a flat surface by means of pigments.8 Fry, of course, had much more to say. Yet he was writing at a time when the visions of the cinematograph (Fry) and the death of God (Nietzsche) had caused many of the old certainties to fade. The Fauvists in Paris and the Expressionists in Berlin were all reading Nietzsche at the beginning of the last century. They were as committed as the philosopher to new ways of seeing, but would probably have agreed also with his sorrowful conclusion  reluctantly confessed in Human, All Too Human (1878)  that the arts would be the poorer without religion:


It is not without profound sorrow that one admits to oneself that in their highest flights the artists of all ages have raised to heavenly transfiguration precisely those conceptions which we now recognize as false: they are the glorifiers of the religious and philosophical errors of mankind, and they could not have been so without believing in the absolute truth of these errors. If belief in such truth declines in general  that species of art can never flourish again which, like the Divina commedia, the pictures of Raphael, the frescos of Michelangelo, the Gothic cathedrals, presupposes not only a cosmic but also a metaphysical significance in the objects of art.9



Almost the last of the religious artists in the grand classical tradition was the Parisian decorative painter, Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (d. 1898). Puviss simple line and his non-naturalistic colours were strong influences on many Post-Impressionists. Yet, wrote Gauguin in 1901, there is a wide world between Puvis and myself  He is a Greek while I am a savage, a wolf in the woods without a collar.10 Twenty years earlier, Van Gogh had spoken similarly of the savageries in his work: so disquieting and irritating as to be a godsend to those (critics) who have fixed preconceived ideas about technique.11 Maurice de Vlaminck, the one-time Fauvist wrote: I try to paint with my heart and my loins, not bothering with style.12 But necessary to modern artists though such primitivism had become, there was nothing nave or unsophisticated about the avant-garde painters showing their work in London in 1912 at Roger Frys Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition. It is the work [wrote Fry] of highly civilized and modern men trying to find a pictorial language appropriate to the sensibilities of the modern outlook  They do not seek to imitate form but to create form; not to imitate life, but to find an equivalent for life  they aim not at illusion, but at reality.13

Stimulated by rising prices, popular interest in the arts had never been higher than in the last decade before the Great War. Art has become like caviar, wrote the German critic, Julius Meier-Graefe, in 1904; everyone wants to have it, whether they like it or not. However, it is materially impossible [Meier-Graefe warned] to produce pure works of art at prices that will bring them within the means of the masses.14 And a substitute had been found in the speculative commissioning of important new works  William Friths The Railway Station in 1862, or Holman Hunts The Shadow of Death eleven years later  for subsequent engraving and mass-sale. Frith had been uncertain about his subject until Louis Flatow, the dealer, took it up. I dont think, Frith wrote in his Autobiography and Reminiscences (1890), (that) the station at Paddington can be called picturesque, nor can the clothes of the ordinary traveller be said to offer much attraction to the painter  in short the difficulties of the subject were very great.15 Yet such was his paintings enduring appeal that engravings of The Railway Station were still hanging on parlour walls two generations later, when Clive Bell wrote:


Few pictures are better known or liked than Friths Paddington Station  But certain though it is that Friths masterpiece, or engravings of it, have provided thousands with half-hours of curious and fanciful pleasure, it is not less certain that no one has experienced before it one half-second of aesthetic rapture  and this although the picture contains several pretty passages of colour, and is by no means badly painted  Paddington Station is not a work of art; it is an interesting and amusing document  But, with the perfection of photographic processes and of the cinematograph, pictures of this sort are becoming otiose  (they) are grown superfluous; they merely waste the hours of able men who might be more profitably employed in works of a wider beneficence.16



Where Friths world ended and Bells began is debatable. In the 1890s, William Frith R.A.  Chevalier of the Legion of Honour and of the Order of Leopold; Member of the Royal Academy of Belgium, and of the Academies of Stockholm, Vienna, and Antwerp  could still count on the support of the great majority of academicians in counselling aspiring artists to study the great painters of old, while predicting that the bizarre, French, impressionist style of painting recently imported into this country will do incalculable damage to the modern school of English art.17 However, when the once-fashionable Berlin Realist, Anton von Werner (18431915), looked back in 1913 on his long career, all he could see was waste and failure: his careful art overtaken by the daubs of the Expressionists.18 Some believe Gustave Courbets A Burial at Ornans (1850) to be the first modern work; others see Manets Olympia and Le djeuner sur lherbe (both of 1863) to be Modernisms beginning; and there are those again who would prefer to start only with the Cubists. However, what is certain is that the incessant work of a Werner or a Frith  The whole of the year 1861, with fewer interruptions than usual, was spent on The Railway Station, Frith noted in his journal19  was no longer demanded of the successful modern artist; and money, as a consequence, had lost its power. There is only one nation today  the United States of America  where art convincingly follows money, and where superfluity still makes everything possible. Take, for example, the extraordinary architecture of present-day Chicago. Recognisableness, wrote Aldous Huxley in Art and the Obvious (1931), is an artistic quality which most people find profoundly thrilling. And sixty years afterwards, Hammond, Beeby and Babka, architects of the Washington Library Center (1991), were to give Chicagos literati a cornucopia of such references: from the Librarys rusticated base, through its rundbogenstil faade, to the huge grenade-like exploding terminals of the pediment.20

The Grand Projet still lives on in modern architecture. And there are more big country houses being built in Britain today than at any time since the mid-nineteenth century. At Mexicos Guadalajara, Jorge Vergara, a self-made billionaire, has hired the worlds most famous architects, including the Deconstructivists Philip Johnson and Daniel Libeskind, to build him a showcase of their works. In Seattle, Bill Gatess huge new mansion is set to become the largest private palace of his 1990s generation: the nearest equivalent, a century on, of George W. Vanderbilts Biltmore House (188895)  prodigal emblem of Americas Gilded Age. But as national economies continue to grow, the pre-eminence of the individual patron has been lost. John Pierpont Morgan (18371913), second-generation banker and art-collector extraordinary, was wealthier than any of the Vanderbilts. He began serious collecting only in the 1890s, yet was able to amass, before his death, a remarkable hoard of paintings and drawings, manuscripts and incunabula, ivories and enamels, tapestries, maiolica and oriental porcelains, second to none in the West. The like would be impossible today. In 1913, J.P. Morgans personal fortune, it has been estimated, could have met the entire investment needs of the United States of America for as much as a third of that year. To do the same now would require the combined fortunes of the top sixty super-rich, with Bill Gates (the worlds richest billionaire by a wide margin) accounting for barely a fortnight.21

For better or worse, the individual collector-patron has lost the power to transform an entire culture. We are unlikely, that is, ever to see again another Peter or a Catherine the Great. But the arts too have changed radically since the birth of Modernism. And if I end my essay  the word is Jacob Burckhardts  with the Fall of the Old Empires and the Academies dying breath, it is because nothing thereafter has been the same. An essay, I warned my students, must have an argument. And I return repeatedly in this book to money as the driver of high achievement in the arts, and to the transforming power of great riches. However, I have never seen money as the sole begetter of high quality, any more than Burckhardt himself thought the genius of the Italian people (Italienischer Volksgeist) the only explanation of the Renaissance. In the wide ocean upon which we venture, Burckhardt began The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), the possible ways and directions are many; and the same studies which have served for this work might easily, in other hands, not only receive a wholly different treatment and application, but lead also to essentially different conclusions.22 I take his point entirely; for one very good reason why Burckhardts Civilization has become a classic and is still read today, is the candour of that disavowal of omniscience.

My final paragraph is an apology. In the course of my argument, I have given many important artists too little space or, in some cases, have failed to mention them at all. One missing person is the Copenhagen painter, Vilhelm Hammershi (18641916), master of the psychologically-penetrating portrait and quiet interior. Like the Unknown Warrior, he shall stand for all the rest: in memoriam.



CHAPTER ONE


A White Mantle of Churches

Rodulfus Glaber (c. 980c. 1046), chronicler of the Millennium and author of The Five Books of the Histories, witnessed two millennial years in his lifetime. The first was the Millennium of the Incarnation of Christ (1000); the second, the Millennium of his Passion (1033). While disposed to tell of miracles and portents, of plagues, of famines and other horrors, Glabers message in neither case was of Apocalypse. Instead he chose to write not of the Coming of Antichrist nor of a Day of Wrath, but of a Church resurgent and victorious:


Just before the third year after the millennium [Glaber writes of 1003], throughout the whole world, but most especially in Italy and Gaul, men began to reconstruct churches  It was as if the whole world were shaking itself free, shrugging off the burden of the past, and cladding itself everywhere in a white mantle of churches.1



Cathedrals, monasteries, and even little village chapels, Glaber continues, were rebuilt better than before by the faithful. And of this, as an untypically restless monk who never stayed long in one place, Glaber had considerable experience. He was at Saint-Bnigne at Dijon when, in 1016, Abbot William (9901031) consecrated the new church he had rebuilt to an admirable plan, much wider and longer than before. And it was to Clunys Abbot Odilo (9941048), whose famous boast it was (echoing Caesars) that he had found Cluny wood and was leaving it marble, that Glaber came to dedicate his Histories.

In point of fact, Glaber probably owed his life to Abbot Odilo. For it is thought that he was at Cluny during the three famine years when the rain fell so continuously everywhere [that] no season was suitable for the sowing of any crop, and floods prevented the gathering in of the harvest. Heu! proh dolor!, Glaber laments, Alas! a thing formerly little heard of happened: ravening hunger drove men to devour human flesh!2 But then, in the next millennial year, the Almighty intervened and the chroniclers tone again lightens:


At the millennium of the Lords Passion [1033], which followed these years of famine and disaster, by divine mercy and goodness the violent rainstorms ended; the happy face of the sky began to shine and to blow with gentle breezes and by gentle serenity to proclaim the magnanimity of the Creator. The whole surface of the earth was benignly verdant, portending ample produce which altogether banished want.3



Glaber died in 1046. And long before that time, like a dog returning to its vomit or a pig to wallowing in its mire (Glaber again), the rich had reverted to type: they resorted, even more than had formerly been their wont, to robbery to satisfy their lusts. However, it was in 1046 also that the Emperor Henry III first intervened in Roman politics. And the new reforming papacy of Leo IX (104954) and his successors would bring about triumphantly in a very few years almost everything that Glaber had desired. Everything flows and nothing stays, said Heraclitus of Ephesus, the Greek philosopher. And of the many changes which Glaber witnessed in his own millennia-crossed lifespan, none were more important than those which were the consequence of vigorous economic growth.

Improving weather and more reliable harvests, technical innovations in agriculture, the absence of plague, the retreat of invading armies and the banning of private war  even the supposed efficiency gains of a new feudal order  have all been given credit for this increase. And certainly the two main exogenous factors in the late-medieval Recession  a deteriorating climate and heavy plague mortalities  were neither of them present at this time. Nevertheless, the scourge of famine would return regularly to Western Europe every three or four years for many centuries yet; while the only agrarian revolution to bring permanent relief to the poor began in the nineteenth century, and not before. Peace! Peace! Peace! had cried the bishops after 1033, their croziers raised to heaven; Peace! had echoed the crowd with arms extended.4 Yet the Truce of God, thus proclaimed so charismatically in the aftermath of famine, was broken almost as soon as it was made.

That collapse of public order during the millennial decades, causing a widespread flight to lordship in almost every Western society, was instrumental in promoting what some historians have described as a feudal revolution.5 And if almost every element of that revolution has since been challenged, nobody now disputes that the tax-raising royal governments of the ninth (Carolingian) and twelfth (Capetian) centuries sandwiched between them a long and dismal interlude of violentia. At this directionless time, when vendetta ruled, the building of private castles was yet another sympton of mounting lawlessness. Yet Europes population and its economy kept on growing. In Glabers Burgundy, the Churches of Saint-Philibert at Tournus, Saint-Bnigne and Cluny were the subject of major rebuildings. To the north and west, Saint-Rmi at Reims, Saint-Martin at Tours, Saint-Hilaire at Poitiers, and Bishop Fulberts Chartres were all being rebuilt in Glabers lifetime. In Germany simultaneously, the cathedrals at Augsburg and Strasbourg, Hildesheim, Goslar and Paderborn, Speyer, Trier and Mainz, were either rebuilt completely or substantially extended, as were many of the larger abbey churches.6

Building on this scale, which may call for special skills, cannot usually be done without money. And it is no surprise, accordingly, that this building boom coincided precisely with what is now widely recognized as the most significant period for the early growth of the use of coin in Western Europe  witnessing the real start of a money economy.7 In the mid-960s, a prodigious new silver source had been found on the Rammelsberg, just above Goslar in the Harz mountains. Some thirty years later, the mines were in full production and would pay, among other things, for Goslars new cathedral, built in the 1040s, and for Henry IIIs enormous Kaiserhaus in that city. Huge contemporary coin hoards, their principal constituent being Adelaide-Otto silver pfennigs from central Germany, have been found in Sweden. And it was the Rammelsberg mines again that furnished the silver for the locally-minted coinages of Russia and Poland, Bohemia and Hungary, Sweden, Denmark and Norway, which would play a major role in Christianization. Furs from the Baltic, wine from the Rhineland, wool and cloth from England and Flanders, were all to be bought with German ingots. But equally important for European rulers everywhere was their growing understanding of how a coinage worked, its symbolism as meaningful as bullion weight. It was Vladimir the Great, Prince of Kiev (9771015), who brought Christianity to Russia in the late 980s. And a significant function of his new coinage on the remote Christian rim was to spread the propaganda of Church and State. On one face of Vladimirs coins is the political legend Vladimir on the throne; on the reverse is an all-powerful Christ Pantocrator.8

On Swedish coins of this date, there is a cross on the reverse; on the coins of contemporary Poland, a church is shown. And Vladimir of Kiev, having set up pagan idols in his pre-conversion days, at once became a builder of Christian churches. He owed his baptism in 988 to an alliance with Byzantium, sealed by his marriage the following year to Anna, sister of the Greek Emperor Basil II (the Bulgarslayer). And he dedicated his first Kievan church to the eponymous St Basil (d.379), monastic legislator and Bishop of Caesarea. Neither Vladimirs Church of St Basil nor his Cathedral of the Dormition (Church of the Tithe) have survived. But both are thought to have been based directly on Byzantine originals, and it was Constantinople again which set the style for the new stone churches of Yaroslav, Vladimirs son. Yaroslav the Wise (101955) loved religious establishments and was devoted to priests, especially to monks. He applied himself to books, and read them continually day and night. During Yaroslavs reign, the same chronicler adds, the Christian faith was fruitful and multiplied, while the number of monks increased, and new monasteries came into being. Of Yaroslavs new churches, the most important was the huge multiaisled and cupolad Cathedral of St Sophia at Kiev, described by Bishop Hilarion as adorned with every beauty, with gold and silver and precious stones and sacred vessels  wondrous and glorious to all adjacent countries  another like it will not be found in all the land of the North from east to west.9 And whereas the bishops praise was surely generous, for Prince Yaroslav himself was in the audience, Hilarion had already built a cathedral of his own at Rostov east of Novgorod, knew Kievs many churches (said to number more than 200 before Yaroslavs accession), and could recognize superior quality when he saw it.

Novgorods Cathedral of St Sophia, built in the mid-century by Yaroslavs son, again had a Byzantine model. Yet there are borrowings here also from Western Romanesque. And it was the contemporary development of long-distance trading systems  to the Baltic (and the West) from Novgorod, to the Black Sea (and Constantinople) from Kiev  that chiefly funded the construction of these great churches. Beneficial to all, such silent revolutions are much more likely to survive than military conquests. Blessed be the Lord my strength, which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers to fight (Psalm 144) ran the legend on a Frankish sword-hilt found in Sweden.10 But it was Christian wealth rather than force of arms that defeated the Viking gods, and it was towns as much as churches that spread Christs message. Well before 1200, by which time Novgorod and Kiev were each as large as London, urban centres had multiplied across Russia. And although every new town of this period was market-based, none was just about money. Thus it would be said of Baltic Riga, founded in 1201, that the city of Riga draws the faithful to settle there more because of its freedom than because of the fertility of its surroundings.11 And while Rigas situation as the crusading headquarters of the Livonian Knights of the Sword was necessarily unique, there was nothing exceptional about the liberties it shared with almost every market-town in Western Christendom. Perhaps the greatest social achievement, writes Susan Reynolds, of towns in this period was that they offered a way of life that was attractive. People flocked into them and  went on coming.12

It was the steady flow of immigrants, attracted by freedoms denied to them in rural hinterlands, which kept the towns intact through the famines and feuding of the late eleventh century. When Goslars silver ran out, as it had begun to do already in the 1050s, most towns survived the consequent recession. But aristocracies everywhere had learnt to love good living. And one result of the growing silver shortages of the second half of the eleventh century was to focus attention, both north and south of the Alps, on those regions which were still bullion-rich. It was not by chance alone that German interest in Italy revived sharply from the mid-eleventh century. And it was in Italy, south of Rome, that German knights first encountered Norman mercenaries. Accustomed to war, wrote William of Malmesbury (d.1143), half-Norman himself, the Normans could hardly live without it. They are a warlike race  moved by fierce ambition  [and] always ready to make trouble, was the verdict of another Anglo-Norman chronicler, Orderic Vitalis (d.1142), who, after spending most of his life among them at the abbey of Saint-Evroult, knew the Normans as the most villainous of neighbours.13 Unable to tolerate anothers dominance and always spoiling for a fight, Norman adventurers carved up Southern Italy between them. They took Capua in 1058; drove the Byzantines out of Calabria by 1071; the Lombards out of Salerno by 1077; the Arabs out of Sicily by 1090. They became the masters of Malta and Corfu. Silver-rich England, always the Norths most tempting prize, made a kingdom for Duke William in 1066.14

Windfall fortunes, won and held by force, need legitimizing. And it was through the Church that the Normans laundered their new money. In the Conquerors England, there was hardly a major church which was not at once rebuilt by its first Norman abbot or reforming bishop. But whereas the scale of this new construction  as at Bishop Walkelins Winchester  was almost without precedent, and while some of these great churches  in particular, William of St Calaiss Durham  could readily bear comparison with the most advanced continental buildings of their day, it was not in England that Norman patronage was most productive. Southern Italy allowed its Norman appropriators to take everything they wanted from a long-established melting-pot of cultures: Latin, Byzantine, and Saracenic. It was in Norman Apulia and Capua, Calabria, Salerno and Sicily  not in Lombardy or in Germany, in England, France or Russia  that the Renaissance of the Twelfth Century first originated.

This Renaissance was not limited to the arts. However, it was in church-building, in particular, that scholar-priests and princes found common ground. And one of their earliest cooperative ventures was at Monte Cassino, in Norman Capua, the sixth-century birthplace of Benedictine monachism in the West. It was there, after Richard of Aversa drove the Lombards from Capua in 1058, that Abbot Desiderius, with Richards help, made Monte Cassino a busy hive of the arts, drawing on every culture of the region. And it was from Desideriuss new church that Abbot Hugh of Cluny (a visitor there in 1083) took some of the ideas  the Byzantine vault and the Saracenic pointed arch  which he would re-use almost immediately in his comprehensive rebuilding of Cluny III. Another eminent Monte Cassino scholar, the Latin poet Alfanus, was raised to Archbishop of Salerno in 1058. And when, two decades later, the Norman Robert Guiscard took Salerno as well, it was Duke Roberts sudden riches which built Archbishop Alfanus a fine new cathedral, equipped with costly mosaics in the best Greek tradition and with great bronze doors (as at Monte Cassino) from Constantinople.15

The dedication of Salerno Cathedral in 1084 was one of Gregory VIIs last public acts as pope-in-exile. Following his death in 1085, Abbot Desiderius, against his better judgement, accepted office as Victor III. And Desiderius, in turn, was succeeded by Urban II (108899), a former prior of Cluny. Each had Norman support. Gregory VII (107385) had first enlisted Normans as his principal allies against the Germans; Desiderius, when pope as much as abbot, remained dependent on the support of Norman princes; and Urban IIs great Crusade, preached so charismatically at Clermont on 27 November 1095, would probably never have reached Jerusalem without their leadership.

Only five years before, the successful expulsion of Sicilys Arab rulers by Roger the Great Count, younger brother of Robert Guiscard, Duke of Apulia, had established a model for Christian renewal in the Mediterranean. And Sicilys enormous wealth, fuelling Crusader hopes of similar booty in the East, was in truth far more real than the legendary golden pavements of Jerusalem. Significantly for the arts, that wealth was almost entirely Mediterranean-based, combining seaborne commerce  the Arab, Byzantine, and (increasingly) North Italian trades  with the export of Sicilys high-quality grains. And the islands new rulers soon found it more convenient to forget  or ignore  their Norman origins. Roger II, crowned King of Sicily and Apulia on 25 December 1130, had been Count of Sicily since 1105 and Duke of Apulia from 1122. At Rogers cosmopolitan court  over which he presided with Byzantine pomp  French and Latin, Greek and Arabic were all in common use. And although, from Rogers death in 1154, the Latinization of Norman Sicily appreciably gathered pace, it would be a long time yet before incoming Latin settlers outnumbered the indigenous Greeks, and almost as long before the last Arab merchant left Palermo.16 Roger IIs two outstanding buildings  the new cathedral at Cefal and his Palatine Chapel at Palermo  were both begun soon after he was crowned king. And in this exceptional context of cross-fertilizing cultures, whereas each church is of Latin (or Romanesque) plan, the expensive high-quality mosaics which ornament both buildings are unmistakably Greek, while the pointed arches of Rogers palace chapel, and its rich stalactite-style ceiling, are just as obviously of Arab inspiration. That identical mix of Latin, Greek and Arab, on an even grander scale, again characterized the new cathedral at Monreale, west of Palermo, built by William II (116589). King William, Ibn Jubayr relates, spoke Arabic. And the pointed arches of Monreales nave arcades and cloister, completed in the 1180s, are at least as Saracenic as those of the Palatine Chapel of Williams grandfather. Similarly, while Monreales plan is Latin, its mosaics are Greek. And it was for those mosaics in particular  political in purpose, spectacular in spread, enormous in cost, Greek in execution, yet Latin in subject  that William IIs huge cathedral was most admired.17

In late twelfth-century English art, some significance attaches to William IIs marriage in 1177 to Joanna of England, Henry IIs daughter. And there are contemporary English wall-painting schemes, even in remote country churches, which quite clearly have a Byzantine cast. However, the great majority of English pilgrims had always travelled to the Holy Land by way of Sicily. And it was most probably a Greek icon, brought home by one of those, which furnished the inspiration in c. 1150 for two high-quality miniatures (the Byzantine Diptych) in Henry of Bloiss Winchester Psalter. A decade or so later, there is even more direct evidence of a migratory Sicilian art in the Morgan Masters extraordinary contributions to Bishop Henrys great Winchester Bible of 116075. And that same Masters exquisite Palermo-based miniatures would themselves become the model for the Byzantine-style frescos, contemporary with Monreale, of the Holy Sepulchre Chapel at Winchester Cathedral.18

Such links are obvious. Nevertheless, the strong Byzantine presence in Western art  in Germany and France, as well as Italy and England  was both too early and too general for eastward-looking Sicily to be its source. A more likely genesis for this characteristically twelfth-century emphasis in the arts was Abbot Desideriuss rebuilding of Monte Cassino. When planning his great church, Desiderius had visited Rome in the mid-1060s to buy antiques: huge quantities of columns, bases, architraves, and marbles of different colours. But there had been no native-born mosaicists or opus sectile (ornamental marble) paviours at Monte Cassino when work began, and Desiderius had accordingly used imported Greeks to train his younger monks in those forgotten arts lest this knowledge be lost again in Italy. Four hundred and fifty years have passed, wrote his friend Archbishop Alfanus, during which this kind of art has been excluded from the cities of Italy; [but] something that had been alien to us for a long time has now become our own again.19

That instinctive reaching back into the past for renewal in the arts came to be closely identified with the missionary reforming programme to which Desiderius, as a Gregorian, was committed. While never a fanatic in Gregory VIIs cause, Desiderius followed the pope in condemning lay investiture (royal intervention in church appointments) and simoniacal ordination (clerical office obtained by purchase), and came to support the separation of Church and State  of Papacy and Empire, King and Bishop, God and Mammon  which was what the Investiture Contest was all about. In the almost three centuries since Leo IIIs coronation of Charlemagne as Emperor in the West on 25 December 800, German theocracy had travelled too far. And as Desiderius looked to Rome for his direction in Church reform, so Romes anti-imperial reforming popes, seeking renewal in building also, took inspiration from Monte Cassino. What resulted was an architecture which, while more antiquarian than scholarly, was archaeologically correct in a way not seen again for three centuries. Rome itself, as Desiderius had discovered, was rich in re-usable antiquities. And when Innocent II (113043) began his huge new church at Santa Maria in Trastevere, he was free to plunder Ancient Rome for his materials. Innocent IIs grand parade of columns with their antique Ionic capitals, his re-used sculptured brackets on their classically straight entablatures, his archaizing marble pavements and rich mosaics, would all have been familiar in Early Christian Rome. The model for Santa Maria in Trastevere was no church of its own period but the fifth-century basilica, still standing today, at Santa Maria Maggiore.20

In the long papal schism which began with Innocent IIs disputed election and ended only with the death of the antipope Anacletus II in January 1138, the popes most capable lieutenant was Bernard, Abbot of Clairvaux. Bernard was a reformer of quite a different kind, finding his inspiration in the poverty-driven austerities and literal truths of the primitive Church. Yet there was nothing in the least austere about the lavish mosaics and pavements of Santa Maria in Trastevere. And the church Bernard built at his newly acquired abbey of Tre Fontane on Romes Via Laurentia, exactly contemporary with Innocents own, was so stripped-down and bare as to be seen as a reproach, inviting unfavourable comparisons. Bernard himself never hid his real feelings. What business has gold in the sanctuary?, he asked, in a characteristic borrowing from the feisty Neronian satirist, Persius Flaccus (fl.3462). To speak quite openly, avarice, which is nothing but idolatry, is the source of all this  for through the sight of extravagant but marvellous vanities, men are more moved to contribute offerings than to pray  [and while] eyes feast on gold-mounted reliquaries and purses gape  the poor find nothing to sustain them.21

There was room, in point of fact, for a renewal of both kinds, each finding its rationale in the fourth-century Church. Nevertheless, it was Bernards populist message which caught the tide. See, exclaimed Orderic Vitalis, echoing Rodulfus Glaber at the Millennium, though evil abounds in the world, the devotion of the faithful in cloisters grows more abundant and bears fruit a hundredfold in the Lords field. Monasteries are founded everywhere in mountain valleys and plains, observing new rites and wearing different habits; the swarm of cowled monks spreads all over the world. But while generous in his praise of Bernards valiant white-monk army  a favourite Bernardine metaphor  Orderic (the black monk) was perfectly aware as he wrote of a major public-relations disaster in the making. Old-style Benedictines like himself had always worn black.


Now however, as if to make a show of righteousness, the men of our time [the Cistercians] reject black, which the earlier fathers always adopted as a mark of humility both for the cloaks of the clergy and for the cowls of monks  they specially favour white in their habit, and thereby seem remarkable and conspicuous to others  they have built monasteries with their own hands in lonely, wooded places and have thoughtfully provided them with holy names, such as Maison-Dieu, Clairvaux, Bonmont, and LAumne and others of like kind  [so that] many noble warriors and profound philosophers have flocked to them  [and others] who were parched with thirst have drunk from their spring; many streams have flowed out of it through all parts of France  through Aquitaine, Brittany, Gascony, and Spain.22



Do as none does and the world marvels was a proverb (his biographer tells us) often on Bernards lips and ever in his heart.23 And there is no doubting that his timing was impeccable. Furthermore, while his message was wrapped persuasively in the age-old language of renewal, Bernards policies were more radical than they appeared. It was at Cteaux, wrote Philip of Harvengt in the 1140s, using the familiar reformers code, that the monastic order, formerly dead, was revived; there the old ashes were poked; it was reformed by the grace of novelty, and by zeal it recovered its proper state  and the rule of Benedict recovered in our times the truth of the letter.24 But as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also (James 2:26). And those many workshops of total sanctity which so exhilarated Philip would not have survived long  let alone multiplied as they did  had they failed to make their way in the real world. Throughout the Catholic West, and deep into its marches with Muslim Spain and the Slavic East, there had never been a boom quite like this one. The Cistercians were not the only monks to make a killing.


O how innumerable a crowd of monks [apostrophized Peter the Venerable, Abbot of Cluny] has by divine grace multiplied above all in our days, has covered almost the entire countryside of Gaul, filled the towns, castles, and fortresses; however varied in clothing and customs, the army of the Lord Sabaoth has sworn under one faith and love in the sacraments of the same monastic name.25



Peter the Venerables increasingly dmod Cluniacs had long ceased to function as the Lord of Hosts front-line troops. However, they had already profited hugely from the new reforming emphasis which their long-lived abbots, Odilo (9941049) and Hugh (10491109), had each helped promote in his turn. And what the reforms had begun to bring to them, even before 1100, were large numbers of parish churches, with their tithes and other offerings, formerly treated by lay owners as private property. It was Leo IXs Council of Rome in 1050 which urged the restoration of all lost church revenues to their clergy. And that was immediately the message of Bishop Airard of Nantes in the 1050s, having in mind  he told his hearers  that in France more than elsewhere the wicked custom has grown up that ecclesiastical revenues, tithes, and oblations are usurped by others than the ministers of the churches to which they rightly belong, and sustenance is evilly transferred from the clergy to laymen and from the poor to the rich. Airards message came too early to win general support; and he was driven from office in 1059 in favour of a pastor of the landowning party. Nevertheless, he had already secured the release before that time of several parish churches, including those of Rodald who set an example to others and gave up everything he possessed and left it to me what to do with it, and I gave it all, just as it had been given to me, to St Martin and the monks of Marmoutier.26

That first eleventh-century trickle of church transfers rose to a flood after the triumph of the reforming party at the Concordat of Worms in 1122 had brought the Investiture Contest decisively to an end. And it is very clear that, as the conscience of lay proprietors increasingly got the better of them, the contemporary rebuilding of parish churches throughout the West owed more to changes of ownership than to population growth, to landowner wealth, to developing ritual, or any other cause. One especially well-documented example of such a rebuilding, where the new church still survives, is an arrangement of the 1170s by which William, son of Ernis, gave the English Cluniacs of Castle Acre three acres in Long Sutton in the field called Heoldefen next the road, to build a parish church there. And my wish is that the earlier wooden church of the same vill, in place of which the new church will be built, shall be taken away and the bodies buried in it shall be taken to the new church.27 Long Sutton, in the fertile Lincolnshire fens, was a developing market-town, and its church was ambitious from the start. For another century and more, church and town continued to grow in unison, before the Great Pestilence brought calamity and recession.

Each man [they say] must have a beginning, for the fair lasts but a while.28 And for many reforming clergy, both in the twelfth century and the next, that beginning could come only in the towns. In particular, that was true of the regular canons  Augustinians for the most part  who, as priests as well as monks, attracted endowments which almost always took the form of parish churches. Then, in the thirteenth century, it was in the towns again that the friars  Dominicans and Franciscans, Carmelites and Austin Friars  made their homes. Not so the Cistercians, nor other hermit-monks, whose statutes from the start had provided that none of our monasteries is to be constructed in towns, castles or villages, but in places remote from human intercourse.29 Paradoxically that policy, far from removing their abbeys from the natural growth-points of the economy, located them initially on those expanding frontiers of wealth  of clearance and reclamation, of conquest and new settlement  at which major development was still possible. Frontiers are hostile places. And when, in 1112, a young Burgundian nobleman, Bernard of Fontaines, joined the little community of ascetics settled since 1098 in the wilderness known as Cteaux  where men rarely penetrated and none but wild things lived, it was weak and on the point of collapse. Yet just as soon as Bernard had absorbed Cteauxs disciplines, he left it again to found his own community in its image. And it was from Bernards Clairvaux  with Morimond and Pontigny and Cteaux itself  that the huge expansion of the Cistercian order almost immediately took place, so that just forty years later, on Bernards death, there would be well over 350 abbeys in a mighty monastic family which even its rivals acknowledged to be a model for all monks, a mirror for the diligent, [and] a spur to the indolent of all convictions.30

That was the golden age of Clairvaux, wrote William of St Thierry, re-telling the story of Abbot Bernards first two decades, when men of virtue, once rich in goods and honour and glorying now in the poverty of Christ, established the Church of God in their own blood, in toil and hardship, in hunger and thirst, in cold and exposure, in persecution and insults, in difficulties and in death, preparing the Clairvaux of today, which enjoys sufficiency and peace.31 But Bernards first little huddle of huts at Clairvaux, strangled and overshadowed by its thickly wooded hills, was quickly filled to bursting by the many who hurried there to join him. And the standard Cistercian abbey of the orders main expansion period  with no statues or pictures, with windows of clear glass, and with no bell-towers of stone (provided the statutes)  would have had much more in common with the new Clairvaux II after 1135, when the saint at last agreed to its rebuilding. Should you wish to picture Clairvaux, begins a famous description of Bernards second abbey, imagine two hills and between them a narrow valley, which widens out as it approaches the monastery. The abbey covers the half of one hillside and the whole of the other. With one rich in vineyards, the other in crops, they do double duty, gladdening the heart and serving our necessities, one shelving flank providing food, the other drink. Characteristically, though, it was not in his account of Clairvauxs buildings  as a Cluniac might have done  that the Cistercian author came to life, but in his transparent delight in the tumbling waters of the Aube and in the smiling face of the earth.32 It was another Cistercian writer, Gilbert of Swineshead, who described the site of his own English abbey as a secret, cultivated, well-watered, and fertile place and a wooded valley [which] resounds in springtime with the sweet song of birds, so that it can revive the dead spirit, remove the aversions of the dainty soul, [and] soften the hardness of the undevout mind. And it was a third, Walter Daniel, who found Paradise (no less) in the wooded hills and dashing streams of Aelreds Rievaulx.33

Of Abbot Aelred, Walter wrote: This man turned Rievaulx into a veritable stronghold for the comfort and support of the weak  an abode of peace and piety where God and neighbour might be loved in fullest measure. To Rievaulx, monks in want of brotherly understanding and compassion came flocking from foreign countries and the farther ends of the earth; and no restless rolling-stone was turned away. Yet Rievaulxs lush meadows, like those of its Yorkshire sister-house at Fountains, had only lately been a place of horror and vast solitude  thick set with thorns, and fit rather to be the lair of wild beasts than the home of human beings. And the gentle Aelred, abbot from 1147, was as much successful manager as caring father. Before his death in 1166, Aelred had more than doubled Rievaulxs size in monks, lay-brothers, hired men, farms, lands and chattels, leaving it well equipped to support an even greater company than the already huge throng of 140 choir-monks and 500 lay-brethren and servants which had packed the church on feast-days like bees into a hive, unable to move forward for very numbers.34

Aelred was a Cistercian of the second generation. And by his death, many white-monk houses had ceased to live by the austere code of their founders. One sharp contemporary verdict on what the Cistercians had become  especially worth attending because delivered by an admirer and reported by an abbot of their own order  is that of Wulfric of Haselbury Plucknett, a well-regarded Somerset recluse. Wulfric, said Abbot John of Ford, his biographer:


clasped all Cistercians in a close embrace, like sons of his own body, or rather of Christ Jesus. He lauded the Order to the skies and never hesitated to direct to it those who came to consult him about reforming their lives. There was only one matter, according to this friend and champion of our Order, in which the Cistercians displeased God: when it came to lands made over to them, they exercised their rights too freely and, more intent on law than on justice, seemed insufficiently mindful of their duty to those men committed to their lordship.35



However, the problem for the Cistercians, as for the other rural orders of the twelfth-century reform  the Carthusians and Tironensians, the Gilbertines, Premonstratensians and Grandmontines  was that both in the quality of their recruitment and in the largesse of their friends, support was very rapidly falling off. To meet their continuing building commitments  and Aelreds hugely expanded Rievaulx was only one of many white-monk houses already rebuilt almost entirely before 1200  Cistercian abbots everywhere had begun accepting those very properties, from feudalized lands to parish churches and their tithes, which their predecessors had on principle rejected.36 Those earlier abbots had invariably made sure that their houses were sufficiently endowed. And few Cistercian communities ever ran much risk of the wretched poverty felt, for example, by the hermit-monks of Grandmont, struggling to maintain themselves on a mountain-top so stern and cold, infertile and rocky, misty and exposed to the winds that even the water is colder and worse than in other places, for it produces sickness instead of health.37 Yet from the mid-century already, the very success of the Cistercians had begun to cost them dear, losing them the respect and loyalty of just those powerful men and women for whom the soldierly discipline of Abbot Bernards troops had always been their principal attraction.

Bernard had communed easily with princes. However, the Wests most affluent patrons  bishops as well as dynasts  were beginning to find other homes for their money. One major beneficiary would be the Friars Mendicant, who arrived with the new century. But before that fresh distraction, the rebuilding of Europes cathedrals had entered a new phase, driven at least in part by popular piety. We have begun the construction of a larger church [at Aix-en-Provence], promised Archbishop Rostan de Foss encyclical of 1070, addressed to all the faithful of the diocese, in which you and other visitors will have space enough to stand  We ask each of you to give what he can, so as to receive from God and us a full remission of his sins  [then] for everything you give, you will receive a hundredfold from the Lord in the day of Judgement.38 And it was pilgrims again, drawn to Chartres Cathedral by the Virgins shrine, who had contributed to its rebuilding after the great fire of 1020. At Chartres, the chief attraction was an ancient image of the Virgin about to bring forth, with the Tunic she was wearing at childbirth. And there were already some lone voices  among them that of Guibert, Abbot of Nogent  who spoke out eloquently against the folly of such cults.39 Yet there is no mistaking the furious passion of those Chartres citizens who, as their new cathedral neared completion in 1145, in silence and with humility  [and] not without discipline and tears, dragged waggon-loads of stone and wood to aid the works. Powerful princes of the world, wrote Abbot Haimon of that same scene, men brought up in honour and wealth, nobles, men and women, have bent their proud and haughty necks to the harness of carts, and, like beasts of burden, have dragged to the abode of Christ these waggons loaded with wines, grains, oil, stone, wood, and all that is necessary for the wants of life or for the construction of the church.40 But already Haimons emphasis was on the high birth of his devout penitents, and it was from the rich that the works received their funding. Thus when, on 10 June 1194, Chartres Cathedral burnt down again, what made another start feasible was not the Sisyphean labours of the citys ardent poor but the solid wealth of its prudhommes and their friends.41

Cathedral-building is almost always long-term. And those great twelfth-century programmes at Laon and Notre-Dame de Paris, at Norwich and Canterbury, at Zamora and Salamanca, at Tournai, Worms and Mainz, all took generations to complete. Cologne Cathedral, the most ambitious yet, although begun at a fine pace in 1248, was not finished until the late nineteenth century. However, the mere fact that so many ambitious projects were launched at the same time says much for the health of the economy. Rhineland Cologne, always a minting capital, was at the centre of a revival which, after more than a century of bullion shortages, took off again in 1168 with the chance discovery of an important new silver source at Christiansdorf (later Freiberg), in Meissen. In less than twenty years from that first opening of Freibergs seams, the circulation throughout the West of hundreds of millions of silver pfennigs had transformed its trading economy.42

For cathedral-building bishops everywhere, the fact that this new wealth was largely created in the towns gave them whatever assurances they still needed. With population on the increase and labour cheap and plentiful, the ideal context had been established for daring programmes of new works characterized by leap-frogging ambition. Silver-rich Cologne remained for generations the most insanely ambitious project of them all. However, a seductive target had been set. And Colognes challenge, taken up first in 1386 by Gian Galeazzo Visconti, tyrant of Milan, was then accepted by the canons of Seville. It was one of those canons who, in 14012, made the famous boast: We shall build a cathedral so fine that none shall be its equal  so great and of such a kind that those who see it completed will think that we were mad.43

And that, in just a century, is what they did.





CHAPTER TWO


Commercial Revolution

Europes commercial revolution is now sometimes seen as beginning at the Millennium, with that birth of the market and transformation of town/country relations which Guy Bois has located within a few years of 970.1 However, most historians would date it later, and all agree that it was in the long thirteenth century  from the 1150s (or a little earlier) to the 1340s (or a little later)  that genuine surpluses built up, to result in the huge cathedrals of today. Cologne was only one of many Western cities which grew spectacularly in the twelfth century, adding two new circuits of defences; Rheims, at least doubling its size, was another. Both then began cathedrals  Rheims in 1211, Cologne in 1248  on a scale so vast that nobody could have known how they would end. Spend and God shall send, the cathedral-builders told each other; God loves a glad giver, they advised their friends. But prayer was not the only funding strategy they employed. Abbot Suger, in the previous century, had shown the way. Before beginning on the rebuilding of his abbey church at Saint-Denis, Sugers first priority had been to set about the recovery of his rents. Only after that, he reported, having put the situation to rights, I had my hands free to proceed with construction. Even so, he had been concerned about the future: [but] when later on our investments became more substantial, we never found ourselves running short, and an actual abundance of resources caused us to admit: Everything that comes in sufficient quantities comes from God.2 Yet in 1148, when Suger told his story, a more reliable source of funding was the rising rent-roll of his abbey, having all the wealth of Paris on its doorstep.

With the economy speeding up and money no longer tight, one circumstance especially favoured large-scale building. Thou shalt not lend upon usury, ran the ancient teaching of the Church, whether usury of money, usury of victuals, [or] usury of any thing that is lent upon usury (Deuteronomy 23: 19). And while frequently disregarded from the thirteenth century if not earlier, that doctrine remained unchanged throughout the Middle Ages, holding back the evolution of money markets. It was not, for example, until late in the seventeenth century that London developed fully the sophisticated banking and commercial systems which helped make it into Europes largest city. And before that time, the unresolved problem of the urban rich was where  if not in land or treasure  to keep their money. In compensation, towns before the plague were good places to live: they were free, well-protected, and expanding quickly. But where fully a third of Europes cultivable land-space was already alienated to the Church, and where most of the remainder was locked away in the protected family holdings of the nobility, what was left sold only at a premium. Confident in their own abilities and anticipating little profit from the fields outside their walls, the comfortably-off citizens of Chartres, Bourges and Rheims, of Beauvais, Tours and Amiens, were the more easily persuaded to put their money into building when almost every other option was circumscribed.

Where they began was on the rebuilding of their cathedrals. But with the arrival of the friars, from early in the thirteenth century, another popular receptacle for surplus profits opened up. It was in 1210 that Francis of Assisis Regula Prima was first approved at Rome, and as late as 1216 that Dominic of Caleruegas Order of Friars Preachers was formally recognized by Pope Honorius III. Yet so well targeted were the Mendicants, closely focused on the towns, that Matthew Paris (a Benedictine of St Albans) would say about them by the mid-century:


Brothers of many orders swarmed, now Preachers [Dominicans], now Minors [Franciscans], now Cruciferi [Crutched Friars], now Carmelites  The Preachers indeed and the Minors at first led a life of poverty and the utmost sanctity, devoting themselves wholly to preaching, hearing confessions, divine services in church, reading and study. Embracing poverty voluntarily for God, they abandoned many revenues, keeping nothing for themselves for the morrow by way of victuals. But within a few years they were stocking up carefully and erecting extremely fine buildings.3



Writing in 1250, Matthew Paris had seen the friars triumph over his own brethren too many times. And what he neglects to mention is that it was not always  nor even usually  the friars themselves who had chosen to build with such magnificence. Both the Dominicans and the Franciscans  the two senior orders  had insisted from the start on simple life-styles. Our brothers
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