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SIGNIFICANT DATES DURING THE AGE OF REASON



	1600
	English East India Company founded



	1601
	Death of Tycho Brahe in Prague; his observations are used by Johannes Kepler to establish the elliptical orbits of the planets



	1602
	Dutch East India Company (VOC) founded



	1603
	Death of Elizabeth I after ruling for forty-four years



	1606
	Willem Janszoon becomes the first European to set foot in Australia



	1618–48
	Thirty Years’ War



	1620
	Pilgrim Fathers arrive in North America



	1628
	William Harvey publishes work on the circulation of the blood



	1642
	Blaise Pascal invents the adding machine



	1642
	Outbreak of the English Civil War



	1643
	Evangelista Torricelli invents the barometer



	1650
	René Descartes dies in Stockholm



	1651
	Thomas Hobbes publishes his Leviathan




	1654
	Queen Christina abdicates from the throne of Sweden



	1665
	Great Plague of London



	1665
	Death of Philip IV of Spain



	1666
	Great Fire of London



	1669
	Death of Rembrandt



	1671
	Gottfried Leibniz invents the calculating machine



	1672
	Lynching of the De Witt brothers



	1673
	Louis Jolliet and Jacques Marquette sail the upper reaches of the Mississippi



	1674
	Antonie van Leeuwenhoek discovers the microverse



	1687
	Isaac Newton publishes his Principia




	1703
	Peter the Great founds St Petersburg



	1715
	Death of Louis XIV after a reign of seventy-two years









DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Aristotle: Ancient Greek philosopher, lived during the fourth century bc. Much of his (often erroneous) philosophy persisted through the medieval era and beyond, because it was sanctioned by the Roman Catholic Church.

Ashley Cooper, Anthony (Lord Shaftesbury): Powerful political figure in seventeenth-century England, who acted as a benefactor for John Locke.

Aubrey, John: His gossipy but revealing Brief Lives carries much informal information about his seventeenth-century English contemporaries.

Bacon, Francis: A great mind, far ahead of his time, who championed an experimental approach to science.

Becher, Johann: German-born intellectual. His mind was a curious blend of genius and conman.

Boyle, Robert: Anglo-Irish scientist, whose experimental approach meant he is recognized by many as the founder of modern chemistry.

Brahe, Tycho: Danish astronomer, renowned for his vast practical knowledge of the stars, all obtained with the naked eye.

Bruno, Giordano: Visionary scientist and philosopher who was burned at the stake by the Church for promulgating ‘heretical ideas’.

Caravaggio, Michelangelo Merisi da: Brilliant Italian artist in the chiaroscuro style, whose turbulent lifestyle led him to murder and eventually be murdered.

Cardinal Mazarin: Powerful political figure and diplomat during the reign of Louis XIV.

Castiglione, Baldassare: Wrote The Courtier, a book outlining the etiquette and manners recommended for courtiers.

Cervantes, Miguel de: Spanish author of Don Quixote.

Charles I, King of England: Deposed by parliament, lost the ensuing Civil War and was then beheaded.

Christina, Queen: Powerful, intellectual and wilful queen of Sweden, who renounced her throne.

Colbert, Jean-Baptiste: First minister of France during the reign of Louis XIV. Encouraged the arts and sciences – especially Huygens.

Copernicus, Nicolaus: Polish priest and astronomer who posited the solar system, i.e. claiming that the earth was not the centre of the universe as decreed by the Church.

Cromwell, Oliver: A leader of the Parliamentary army during the English Civil War, who eventually became ruler of England.

Cruz, Juana Inés de la: Extraordinarily talented woman whose talents and intellect were largely overlooked, as she lived in Mexico.

Descartes, René: Regarded by many as the first modern philosopher. Also a supremely talented scientist and mathematician.

Dryden, John: Gifted poet who was forced to compromise as England switched between Catholic and Protestant rule.

El Greco: Greek-born artist who came to prominence in Spain. His ‘distorted’ figures are now seen as wonders of spiritual expression.

Elizabeth I, daughter of Henry VIII: Became queen of England during its great but turbulent emergence as a European power.

Euclid: Ancient Greek mathematician from Alexandria, whose work

Elements, written around 300 bc, influenced mathematicians throughout Europe.

Ferdinand II & III: Holy Roman Emperors, amongst the most powerful rulers in Europe.

Fermat, Pierre de: French mathematician and friend of Pascal.

Flamsteed, John: Scientist who became England’s first Astronomer Royal.

Galen: Greek physician who flourished in Rome during the second century. His often-erroneous medicine was regarded as sacrosanct by the Church.

Galileo Galilei: Born in Florence during the sixteenth century, regarded as the father of modern science.

Gentileschi, Artemisia: Supremely talented baroque painter, who was raped by the artist Agostino Tassi.

Graunt, John: The father of modern statistics.

Guzmán, Gaspar de (Count-Duke of Olivares): Notoriously incompetent chief minister to Philip IV of Spain.

Halley, Edmund: Scientist in London during the time of Newton. Halley’s Comet is named after him.

Harvey, William: Highly skilled English physician who was the first to correctly demonstrate the circulation of the blood.

Henry VIII: Ruler of England during the sixteenth century; father of Elizabeth I.

Hobbes, Thomas: English writer whose Leviathan revolutionized political thinking.

Hooke, Robert: Multi-talented English scientist.

Huygens, Christiaan: Supreme Dutch scientist who invented the first modern clock.

Janszoon, Willem: Dutch sailor for VOC who became the first European to set foot in Australia.

Jolliet, Louis: French explorer, who along with Jacques Marquette was the first to travel through the North American interior.

Kepler, Johannes: German astronomer who used Brahe’s observations to plot the elliptical orbits of the planets.

La Varenne, François Pierre: French chef who is widely regarded as the founding father of modern French cuisine.

Leibniz, Gottfried: German scientist and rational philosopher who invented calculus independently of Newton.

Leopold I: Holy Roman Emperor.

Locke, John: English philosopher who launched empiricism.

Louis XIV: The Sun King, who ruled France from Versailles.

Lully, Jean-Baptiste: Italian-born French composer.

Mandeville, Bernard: Dutch-born physician whose pioneering work on political economy, The Fable of the Bees, caused a scandal.

Marquette, Father Jacques: French Jesuit explorer, who along with Jolliet was the first to travel through the North American interior.

Medici, Marie de’: Descendant of the famous Florentine banking family who became queen of France.

Melani, Atto: Italian-born castrato singer who flourished in France.

Mersenne, Father Marin: French mathematician who circulated works by great scientists and philosophers from his monastic cell in Paris.

Milton, John: Finest English poet of his time, best known for his Paradise Lost.

Molière: Stage name of the great French dramatist best known for his satire Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme.

Montaigne, Michel de: French philosopher best known for his far-reaching Essays.

Monteverdi, Claudio: Italian musician and composer, who excelled in sacred and secular music, especially opera.

Mustafa Pasha, Kara: Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire who led the Siege of Vienna.

Newton, Isaac: Supreme mathematician and scientist of his age, best known for his work on gravity.

Oldenburg, Henry: German-born scientist who became secretary to the Royal Society in London. Corresponded with scientists throughout Europe.

Pascal, Blaise: Outstanding French mathematician and scientist, who abandoned science for religion.

Pepys, Samuel: English author of the most comprehensive diary of the period, which covers his time as a rising naval administrator.

Peter the Great: Tsar of Russia who attempted to modernize his country; founder of St Petersburg.

Petty, William: Maverick English surveyor of Ireland who produced pioneering ideas of political economy.

Philip IV: Ruler of Spain during its Golden Era.

Poussin, Nicolas: French painter.

Purcell, Henry: English composer.

Racine, Jean: Preeminent French dramatist, famed for his use of language.

Rembrandt van Rijn: Dutch artist now famed for his supreme self-portraits.

Rubens, Peter Paul: Flamboyant Flemish artist and diplomat, the best-known painter of his time.

Spinoza, Baruch: Dutch rationalist philosopher of Portuguese Jewish descent.

Tasman, Abel: Dutch explorer after whom Tasmania is named.

Torricelli, Evangelista: Italian student of Galileo whose inventions include the barometer.

van Dyck, Anthony: Dutch-born artist who flourished as a portrait painter in London during the reign of Charles I.

van Leeuwenhoek, Antonie: Pioneer Dutch observer of the microscopic world.

Velázquez, Diego: Supreme artist at the court of King Philip IV of Spain.

Vermeer, Johannes: Dutch artist who lived in Delft. His supreme gift was never properly recognized during his lifetime.

Witt, Johan de: Dutch politician and friend of Spinoza, who was lynched after he took power.

Wren, Christopher: English polymath who is now best remembered as the architect of St Paul’s Cathedral.
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PROLOGUE


DURING THE 1600S, BETWEEN the end of the Renaissance and the start of the Enlightenment, Europe lived through an era known as the Age of Reason. This was a period that saw widespread advances in the arts and sciences. Artists such as Caravaggio, Rembrandt and Van Dyck flourished across the continent. Likewise, scientists such as Newton, Huygens and Pascal continued the Scientific Revolution instigated during the Renaissance by Galileo. Philosophy advanced through rationalists such as Descartes and Spinoza, as well as empiricists such as John Locke, whose ideas would later play a formative role in the American Constitution. At the same time, society began to investigate its own workings. Political theory took on a more profound aspect with Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes. Ideas on economics emerged from such disparate figures as the maverick Englishman Sir William Petty and the French mercantilists who advised Louis XIV, the Sun King, on how to run France.

Yet this was an age of unreason almost as much as it was an age of reason. The above accomplishments took place against a background of extreme political turbulence and irrational behaviour on a continental scale. These took the form of internal conflicts and international wars, as well as more localized manifestations – such as outbreaks of ‘witchcraft’ and the sadistic measures taken against the women deemed responsible. In just the length of a biblical lifetime – ‘threescore years and ten’ – the puritan Pilgrim Fathers who had emigrated to the New World in order to practise their religion in freedom underwent an outbreak of mass hysteria. The result was the notorious Salem witch trials. And by now, the ‘land of liberty’ was also beginning to participate in another form of unreason: the transatlantic slave trade.

These are far from being the only major anomalies of the era, which might justifiably be called the Age of Reason and Unreason. Indeed, the Age of Reason itself was born in Europe at the same time as the greatest outbreak of mass violence yet witnessed on that continent. This was the Thirty Years’ War, a brutal conflict which would devastate central Europe to an extent that would not be seen until the outbreak of the two world wars some three centuries later. Yet, out of this very same war came the Peace of Westphalia, a treaty which formulated the idea of the independent nation-state, a concept that remains a cornerstone of international politics to this day. The Thirty Years’ War was followed by the English Civil War, which was the beginning of the end for the divine right of kings, at least in Britain. It was such turbulence that prompted Hobbes to write his Leviathan. Indeed, many of the greatest works and advances of the Age of Reason were to be inspired (or provoked) by the unreason that gripped Europe.

In some cases, leading figures themselves incorporated both aspects of this divided era. Perhaps none more so than the Italian artist Caravaggio, whose often-violent scenes dramatically capture effects of light and darkness, both literal and metaphorical – a conflict that frequently flared in his own brawling life, during which he committed murder and may even have been murdered himself.

This age also saw the development of European empires across the globe. The English and the Dutch East India Companies were pioneers of intercontinental trade with Asia, ousting the earlier Portuguese trader-explorers. In the process, these companies would develop financial instruments – shares and stock markets – which many regard as the beginnings of modern capitalism. But the subtlety and ingenuity of these rational structures contrast strongly with the grotesque barbarism exhibited by these same companies towards the indigenous populations of India and Indonesia. At the same time, a lucrative new transatlantic commerce opened with the New World. The silver mines of South America, the sugar plantations of the Caribbean, and the cotton trade with the southern colonies of North America all brought transformative riches to western European society. Yet there was a dark underside to this brilliant new wealth: it was dependent upon mass slavery.

This book is intended to illustrate such paradoxes, which were present right from the beginnings of our progressive era. Previous narratives of the Age of Reason have usually concentrated on the rational aspect and the advances of this period. But what precisely is meant by the term ‘reason’? It was viewed then, much as it still is today, as a method of thought which progresses by logical steps towards a proven conclusion. Reason’s use of logic to establish a hitherto-unknown certainty is perhaps best illustrated by its offshoot, mathematics. Here, the entire system is based upon a series of self-evident axioms, upon which all are agreed. Like Euclidean geometry this builds up, step by step, to create an edifice of such certainty and abstract beauty that it is viewed as one of humanity’s finest achievements. The rapture inspired by such a system is well expressed by the twentieth-century mathematician and philosopher Bertrand Russell:


At the age of eleven, I began Euclid, with my brother as tutor. This was one of the great events of my life, as dazzling as first love. I had not imagined there was anything so delicious in the world. From that moment until I was thirty-eight, mathematics was my chief interest and my chief source of happiness.



Not until the turn of the twentieth century was this sublime aspect of reason replaced, at least to a certain extent. Only then did another offshoot of philosophy, namely psychology, begin to discover that human reason is in reality based upon a far murkier world of instinctive impulses and dark irrational drives. Freud’s unconscious mind is but one manifestation of this not wholly scientific discovery of a world beyond reason.

It now becomes clear that this darker aspect too was part of the Age of Reason, from which our western progressive, liberal, democratic world derives. And now this ‘free’ world is faced with the prospect of placing limits upon itself, in order for the world itself to survive our activities – which have led to climate change, pollution, and the general degradation of our planet. Given such circumstances, it is worth examining precisely how such ‘rational’ progress began. Can we learn from our rational origins – in both their sublime and their darker aspects? Can we discover from this founding myth how our rational world will be able to limit itself in order to preserve the very world we inhabit? Can the world that untrammelled progress has done so much to create, and at the same time destroy, survive itself?

In order to survive, rational progress will inevitably be forced to ration itself. A telling pun. As some commentators have observed, not wholly with irony: if ever there were a time for communism to be invented, it is now! Does this mean that we must inevitably accept a command economy – socialism, no less? It is worth remembering that socialism – especially in its egalitarian aspect – was during the past centuries the great hope of so many enlightened thinkers. Eventually the dream soured and the command economy degenerated into the command of dictatorship. But this would be a later development – a deviation from the original progressive idea that came into being during the Age of Reason, the era which would give birth to western civilization. If this is to endure, what lessons are to be learned from the Age of Reason and Unreason upon which our modern world is founded?






CHAPTER 1

REASON AND RATIONALE

BY THE EARLY 1600S, Europe was approaching the height of the Little Ice Age. This had begun around two centuries previously, when a mysterious decrease in sunspots reduced solar radiation, causing average temperatures across northern Europe to begin to fall by as much as two degrees Celsius. Owing to the vagaries of meteorological currents, this reduced the temperature in some locations by more than ten degrees. Arctic glaciers and pack ice began to expand; the Norse colonies in Greenland vanished, and contact between Europe and Greenland itself was severed for three centuries. Regular fierce storms in the North Sea flooded the German and Danish coasts, resulting in offshore islands vanishing beneath the waves. In the Netherlands, the dykes were breached, causing the inland Zuider Zee (Southern Sea) to expand through the heart of the country. All over northern Europe there were protracted icebound winters, followed by regular ‘years without summer’. This was the time when Flemish painters produced scenes filled with padded figures breathing smoky breath as they skated along frozen Dutch canals and ice-sheeted fields. Meanwhile, glaciers ground down the mountainsides of the Alps, slowly but inexorably pulverizing entire villages. Year upon year crops failed, and famine swept the lands of central Europe.

As if all this was not enough, in 1618 Europe plunged into the first pan-continental war in its history – the most vicious and widespread conflict it would endure until the world wars of the twentieth century. This was the Thirty Years’ War, by the end of which the population of Europe would be slashed by more than 10 per cent, with some regions in Germany losing as many as 60 per cent of their inhabitants. Here was devastation almost on the scale of the Black Death some three centuries previously, when the bubonic plague is thought to have accounted for the loss of more than a third of the continent’s population.

The Thirty Years’ War began as a conflict between the major Catholic powers of northern Europe (essentially France and the Holy Roman Empire) and the Protestants (mainly newly converted German states allied to powerful Sweden). However, this simple generalization masks a host of particular anomalies.

Take, for instance, the case of the twenty-two-year-old French Catholic thinker René Descartes, who would later become known as one of the leading intellectuals of his era. In these early years, Descartes was unsure of precisely what he wanted to do with his life. He had a small amount of inherited money, and was possessed of the vague idea that he would follow a life of intellect. So that he could pursue his thoughts and experiments freely, without censure from the Catholic authorities in his native land, he had taken up residence in the newly independent Netherlands. Here a more liberal atmosphere prevailed, tolerant of Catholics, Protestants, and the numerous Jewish refugees fleeing persecution in countries ranging from Portugal to Poland.

Descartes’s very name would become synonymous with rational thought; thus it comes as something of a surprise to witness his reaction to the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War. Despite being a Catholic, and devoid of military experience, he volunteered to join the army of Prince Maurice of Orange, a Dutch Protestant force. Indeed, he would later claim that he had taken a commission in the army because he felt sure that this would provide him with sufficient time and peace, devoid of social distractions, in order to think. Descartes was in the habit of rising late, and he had found that lying in bed in the morning best suited his mental processes.

It was during this period that he learned the rudiments of military engineering, which came easily to his superb mathematical mind. However, his life as a late-rising officer in Prince Maurice’s army evidently proved too onerous, and around a year later he switched his allegiance and joined the Catholic army of Duke Maximilian of Bavaria. Here he was able to embark upon his philosophical pursuits in earnest, especially when the Bavarian army made its customary withdrawal from hostilities and took up winter quarters at Neuberg an der Donau, a small walled Bavarian town on the upper reaches of the Danube.

In common with previous years, the harsh winter set in early – and as a result the town and the surrounding countryside were soon smothered in a permanent blanket of solid snow. To escape from the cold, Descartes shut himself away in a small stove-warmed room where he was able to pursue his studies in peace. However, we know that something must have been bothering him, for he recorded that on the night of 10–11 November 1619 his sleep was disturbed by a series of unsettling dreams. At one point he imagined himself struggling against an overpowering wind as he tried to make his way down the street towards the church at his old school back in France. A friend called out to him from a nearby courtyard. Later, he heard ‘a noise like a crack of lightning’, after which the darkness of his room was filled with swirling sparks. Then he saw a dictionary and a book of poetry on his desk…

When Descartes awoke he was convinced that his dreams had revealed to him the purpose of his life. Through the irrational turmoil of unconscious images rising before his mind’s eye, he had glimpsed his calling: he would devote himself to the rational pursuit of truth. By use of reason alone he would discover the answer to the ultimate philosophical questions: Who am I? What do I know? How can I learn the truth? How do I know that this is the truth…?

We must imagine Descartes lying in bed, in his cosy windowless room, its ceiling supported by solid wooden beams, in the corner a tiled Bavarian stove radiating heat. Outside, at the lower end of the sloping cobbled street, the ice-edged river would have been visible, tendrils of mist rising from its dark gliding surface. The attics of the shabbier houses bordering the river provided makeshift dormitories for the common soldiery of Duke Maximilian’s army, by now stirring from their chilly sleep beneath heaped skins. In the rooms below, the families with whom they had been billeted listened warily as they heard the curses and thumps from above. Meanwhile, the mercenary units camped outside the town walls were also coming to life. Burly figures breaking through the frozen entry flaps to their coarse canvas tents; others huddled in blankets, coaxing life into the smoking fires amidst the camp. The sergeants-at-arms shouting at the bowed youngsters ferrying logs from the stacks beneath the town walls to the glowing ashen circles of the fires.

As Descartes would later put it: ‘Since I desired to devote myself wholly to the search for truth, I thought it necessary… to reject as utterly false anything in which I could discover the least grounds for doubt.’ This would cause him to embark upon a process of radical thought, an introspective intellectual exercise in which he sought to eliminate all possibility of delusion. To do so, he imagined that:


some malicious demon of the utmost power and cunning has employed all his energies in order to deceive me. I shall think that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely the delusions of dreams which he has devised to ensnare my judgement. I shall consider myself as not having hands or eyes, or flesh, or blood or senses, but as falsely believing that I have all these things.



There remained but one thing that it was impossible for him to doubt. No demon, however cunning and devious, could make him doubt that he existed:


While I wanted to think everything false, it must necessarily be that I who thought was something; and remarking that this truth, I think, therefore I am, was so solid and so certain that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were incapable of upsetting it, I judged that I could receive it without scruple as the first principle of the philosophy that I sought.



Descartes would prove to be more than just a perceptive thinker. He would also become a scientist, not afraid to be as steadfast in the pursuit of truth in his experiments as he was in his rational thinking. His philosophy of reason would lead him to undertake vivisectional investigations of animals, such as cats and rabbits. As he recorded after one such experiment: ‘If you cut off the end of the heart of a living dog, and insert your finger through the incision into one of the concavities, you will clearly feel that every time the heart shortens, it presses your finger, and stops pressing it every time it lengthens.’

Unflinching reason led him to conclude that all creatures were automata, governed entirely by the laws of physics, devoid of feelings or consciousness. Only humans were possessed of these qualities, because they alone had immortal souls. But the interaction of incorporeal spirit (the soul or mind) and mechanical matter puzzled him at first. How could the mind interact with the body? After further experiments he concluded that this interaction took place in the pineal gland, a small organ located deep within the human brain: ‘There the soul comes in contact with the “vital spirits”, and through this contact there is interaction between soul and body.’

However, as he continued with his cool-headed vivisection of splayed and pinned un-sedated animals, undeterred by their squirming bodies and shrill cries, he made a disquieting discovery. Some other vertebrates also possessed a pineal gland. This, he decided, could not be the same as the human variety. When questioned on how he accounted for this, he replied irritably: ‘the most ignorant people could, in a quarter of an hour, raise more questions of this kind than the wisest men could deal with in a lifetime; and this is why I have not bothered to answer any of them’.

On returning to his rational pursuits, Descartes would philosophize:


Those long chains of perfectly simple and easy reasonings by means of which geometers are accustomed to carry out their most difficult demonstrations had led me to fancy that everything that can fall under human knowledge forms a similar sequence; and that so long as we avoid accepting as true what is not so, and always preserve the right order for deduction of one thing from another, there can be nothing too remote to be reached in the end, or too well hidden to be discovered.



In contrast to Descartes’s petulant display of unreason concerning the pineal gland, this last passage is as lucid a manifesto for the Age of Reason as one is likely to find.

After wintering in Neuberg an der Donau, Descartes returned to the fray with Duke Maximilian’s army. The precise details of his military role are few. He is known to have been present at one of the first major conflicts of the Thirty Years’ War, the Battle of White Mountain outside Prague. Here, in November 1620, some 25,000 soldiers of the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II’s Catholic League defeated a Protestant army of 15,000 men. Though curiously, on this occasion, Descartes is said to have ‘served with the Catholic League as an official observer’.

In 1627, Descartes is known to have been present at the Siege of La Rochelle, the Huguenot (Protestant) stronghold on the west coast of France. Once again, he appears to have been an ‘observer’ at this notorious event, during which 20,000 out of the port city’s population of 25,000 were starved to death. Sometime after this he left the army, whereupon he spent several years travelling around Europe, visiting various shrines in Italy and other sights. It was a somewhat hazardous time to become a tourist – though there have been suggestions that he was in fact a spy.

Eventually, such was the devastation during the continuing Thirty Years’ War that the entire ecology of central Europe was unbalanced. By the end of the war, the population of the German lands had been reduced from 12 million to 4 million. Rat colonies in the cities had multiplied; they devoured all hidden stores of grain, beets and other root vegetables, and gnawed the rotting flesh from cadavers with their tiny teeth, before fanning out into the countryside, ravaging crops, even stripping the bark from the trees.

In cities where a remnant of civic order prevailed, citizens frequently succumbed to ‘frenzies of despair’, causing widespread outbreaks of mass hysteria. In south-central Germany, Bishop von Ehrenberg mounted a sweeping campaign to rid Würzburg of Protestantism. As a result, nearly a thousand Lutherans were dragged from their homes and burned at the stake. In nearby Bamberg, the local bishop launched a campaign against witches: old women, especially widows, were rounded up, subjected to summary trials, and burned before mocking crowds of onlookers. Witch hunts soon began to spread throughout southern Germany.

First-hand descriptions of such calamitous events can be found in the few documents which have survived, a prime example being the recently discovered handwritten diary kept by the Landsknecht (a German common mercenary soldier) Peter Hagendorf, whose language indicates that he probably originated from the Rhineland.1 Other harrowing tales of such scenes were passed by word of mouth down to ensuing generations, becoming a folk-memory amongst surviving families throughout much of central Europe. Some years later, these would inspire Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen to write Germany’s earliest picaresque masterwork, Simplicius Simplicissimus, whose narrative is explained in its subtitle: ‘The adventures of a simpleton named Melchior Sternfels von Fuchshaim: namely where and in what manner he came into this world, what he saw, learned, experienced, and endured therein; also why he again left it of his own free will’. (The last remark refers to the hero’s eventual entry into a monastery.)

By 1648, the armies of Europe had for the most part fought themselves to a standstill, and it was agreed that a peace conference would be held in the north-west German state of Westphalia. Such was the remnant bitterness between Catholics and Protestants that they could not even agree upon a location for the conference. Instead, two cities were chosen, thirty miles apart. Osnabrück was under Protestant control, though many of its citizens remained Catholic; while the city of Münster remained firmly Catholic. By now, it has been estimated, between 4.5 and 8 million people throughout Europe had lost their lives during the course of this war. (The disparity between these figures speaks volumes; such was the near-universal breakdown of civil order that casualties could not be calculated with any real accuracy, and even estimates fluctuated wildly.)

The Peace of Westphalia, as this conference came to be known, faced further problems of divided loyalty. By now, Catholic France had switched to the Protestant cause in order to thwart the Catholic Holy Roman Empire in its bid to become the dominant power in Europe. Meanwhile the Protestants, for their part, had splintered into two major groups. The Lutherans adhered to the original theology of Martin Luther; while the teachings of the Calvinists, led by the extremist French theologian John Calvin, had been adopted in Sweden and by the Huguenots in France.

Although fighting still continued in some regions of Europe, the peace conference in Westphalia received delegations representing the full range of European interests. There were sixteen official delegations from European nations, some sixty-six delegates from the 140 states of the Holy Roman Empire, and no less than thirty-eight factional causes. These delegations were never present all at the same time. Some arrived early and left early; others remained; while others arrived late, to find the conference was over. The main delegations represented the Holy Roman Empire, France, Spain, Sweden, the Pope and the United Provinces of the Netherlands (the Dutch Republic, often informally known as Holland). They were led by a disparate collection of generals, aristocrats of varying degree, diplomats (professional and self-appointed) and other politicians, all intent upon cutting a dashing figure on the European stage.

The French delegation was led by Henri II, Duc de Longueville, who refused to speak to any candidate who did not address him as Altesse (Your Highness) on account of his royal descent. The powerful Swedish delegation was led by Count Johan Oxenstierna, who had received specific instructions from his father, the Lord High Chancellor of Sweden, with orders that he was not to deviate one iota from these demands. Meanwhile, his fellow Swedish delegate Baron Johan Adler Salvius received his orders from Queen Christina, which were delivered by royal messengers, constantly changed, and seldom agreed with his colleague Oxenstierna’s instructions. The delegation of the Holy Roman Empire, which represented a large population of Catholics throughout Europe, was led by John Louis of Hadamar-Nassau, who was of German, Austrian and Dutch descent; he had been raised as a Calvinist and only converted to Catholicism while in Rome during the war. His main ally, the papal nuncio in Cologne, was the Italian Fabio Chigi, who decided from the outset that he would take no part in the negotiations as he ‘refused to deal with heretics’. (Chigi would later be elected Pope Alexander VII – largely, it is said, because of the diplomatic qualities he had exhibited while serving as papal nuncio.) The Swiss Confederacy, which was determined to negotiate its freedom from the Holy Roman Empire, was represented by the ambitious Johann Rudolf Wettstein, who made an unexpected early arrival at Münster on a canal ship. Not only had he not been invited but he also had no official Swiss accreditation.

Neither of the small cities of Münster and Osnabrück was equipped to play host to a conference of any size, let alone the large delegations which continued to pour in from all over Europe – some unaccompanied by interpreters, others considering it beneath their dignity to pay for accommodation at such an event. Consequently, the Swiss envoy was ‘lodged above a wool weaver’s shop in a room that stank of sausage and fish oil’, and the twenty-nine-strong delegation from Bavaria was only able to obtain eighteen beds.

The conference itself had no official agenda or even a mediator, and thus proceeded on an improvised basis, with several delegations arranging private meetings on neutral ground in small towns and villages in the countryside between Osnabrück and Münster. Many of the delegates had no authority to make decisions on their own and had to send messages by courier back to their rulers. Weeks, even months, would go by as messages and answers passed back and forth.

When official meetings did actually take place between senior delegations in the larger municipal buildings in Osnabrück and Münster, a strict protocol soon had to be devised. Delegates refused to mingle or leave themselves open to any slights which might be seen as diminishing their status, such as the late (or early) arrival of their opposite negotiators, the occupancy of the highest chairs at the conference table, and so forth. Thus, prior to an arranged meeting, each delegation would enter the hall through a different doorway, and proceed at the same slow pace so as to take their allotted seats at the conference table at precisely the same time.

Many meetings were arranged by delegations unaware that the opposing delegation with which they wished to negotiate had not yet arrived, or had unaccountably departed. Throughout the entire gathering, messages continued to arrive from various locations of continued fighting or unexpected cessations of hostilities. Indeed, although history has allotted the date 1648 to the Peace of Westphalia, its negotiations both preceded and continued after this date, sometimes in entirely different locations.2 Indeed, the overall attendance of delegates in Osnabrück and Münster is reckoned to have peaked between January 1646 and July 1647. And even after 1648, when many of the separate peace treaties had been signed, publicised and widely acknowledged, some important players refused to accept the treaties to which they had agreed. Amongst these was the main loser in these negotiations, the pope (the treaties officially confirmed, once and for all, the end of papal hegemony throughout western Europe). An outraged Pope Innocent X declared the Peace to be: ‘null, void, invalid, iniquitous, unjust, damnable, reprobate, inane, empty of meaning and effect for all time’.

Astonishingly, despite the chaotic negotiations, uncoordinated behaviour, and downright irrationality of much that took place under the name of the Peace of Westphalia, this event would in many ways usher Europe into the Age of Reason. Its provisions were responsible for major, and often lasting, political transformation. And in practical terms, it literally changed the map. Most notably, the Swiss Confederacy gained its independence from the Holy Roman Empire, an autonomy that remains to this day. Similarly, the Dutch Republic was officially recognized. On the other hand, the awarding to Sweden of tracts of northern Germany – including Pomerania, parts of Brandenburg, and the strategic port of Bremen – would prove misguided and quickly become inoperable. Sweden was also granted an indemnity of 5 million thalers so that it could pay its long-suffering troops, who had resorted to scavenging, looting and pillage in order to provide for themselves. The Peace had its incontestable failures too: most notably, it failed to affect the conflict between Spain and France, which continued locally until the Treaty of the Pyrenees was signed in 1659.

More even than the creation of new countries, the main achievement of the Peace of Westphalia was its definitive effect upon the conduct of international politics. It has even come to be acknowledged as a formative event of European history by many; one whose influence would, over the centuries, spread across the entire globe. It is rightly seen as being responsible for the establishment of international law and the inviolability of the independent nation-state. And this, despite it producing no single definitive, universally recognized document.

This collection of treaties, self-contradictory documents, and multisigned pieces of paper with secret added codicils would found – as if by a miracle – the principles that still govern modern Europe. And indeed, much of the world. It established the axiom that no nation was permitted to interfere with the cultural, religious or political developments of any neighbouring nation. State sovereignty was regarded as sacrosanct. And in order to reinforce and aid this development, nations could exchange diplomatic missions which themselves remained sacrosanct within the nations where they were established, with the ambassadors of these missions accorded the title ‘excellency’.3 Thus differences could be resolved before they resulted in outright conflict.

Diplomacy would also play a major role in the other highly significant development resulting from the Peace of Westphalia: notably, the balance of power between nations throughout Europe. This would ensure a more or less stable state of affairs for almost 150 years, until the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789. In the words of Henry Kissinger, arguably the most skilful diplomatic operator during the last part of the twentieth century: ‘The Westphalian concept took multiplicity as its starting point and drew a variety of multiple societies, each accepted as a reality, into a common search for order. By the mid-twentieth century this international system was in place on every continent; it remains the scaffolding of international order such as it now exists.’

After the Thirty Years’ War, Descartes is known to have returned to Holland and arranged for his inherited property in France to be sold up and invested in bonds, sufficient to provide him with a private income so that he could pursue his intellectual interests for the rest of his life. But, despite his penchant for solitude and uninterrupted scientific activity, he would not be totally isolated through these years.

During the course of his European travels Descartes had been reunited with an old school friend called Marin Mersenne, who had entered the church and received intellectual visitors in his cell at the convent of L’Annonciade in Paris. It is difficult to overstate the influence of Father Mersenne on the scientific and philosophical life of Europe during the early 1600s. Mersenne was himself a talented polymath and mathematician.4 He had also met or corresponded with many of the leading intellectuals of the age – most notably Galileo, ‘the father of modern science’, the Dutch scientist Christiaan Huygens, and the English political theorist Thomas Hobbes – communicating with them as an equal. More importantly, he maintained links with these figures, and built up a network in order to exchange the latest findings in many fields, passing on original works to be read and criticized by his peers. In this way, Mersenne’s cell overcame a serious flaw in the coordination of northern European scientific and intellectual knowledge, becoming a forerunner for the likes of the Royal Society in London, the Academy of Sciences in Berlin, and similar academies in places ranging from St Petersburg to Stockholm to Edinburgh. (In Italy, the Accademia dei Lincei already existed, disseminating the works of Galileo, but would barely outlive his condemnation by the Inquisition.)

The method by which Descartes had arrived at his ultimate axiom ‘I think therefore I am’, upon which he would base the entire structure of his thought, was a comprehensive scepticism previously unknown in European reasoning. Prior to this, medieval logic had for the most part been based upon Aristotle’s reasoning, which used syllogisms to generate new knowledge. There are many forms of syllogism, but the basic structure can be seen in the classic example:


Socrates is a man.

All men are mortal.
Therefore Socrates is mortal.



Descartes defended his own thinking as follows, in his reply to one of the objections to his philosophy gathered by Mersenne:


When someone says ‘I am thinking, therefore I am, or I exist’, he does not deduce his existence from thought by means of a syllogism, but recognizes it as something self-evident by a simple intuition of the mind. This is clear from the fact that if he were deducing it by means of a syllogism, he would have to have had previous knowledge of the major premise ‘Everything which thinks is, or exists’; yet in fact he learns it from experiencing in his own case that it is impossible that he should think without existing. It is in the nature of our mind to construct general propositions on the basis of our knowledge of particular ones.



Despite such insistence, Descartes’s basic premise remains open to criticism. Some have asked: if you stop thinking, does this mean that you cease to exist? Though is it possible to cease thinking entirely, even in sleep or any other unconscious state? More serious is the objection that the introduction of ‘I’ into ‘I think therefore I am’ is illegitimate, and is only included because of syntax. As Bertrand Russell pointed out: ‘The word “I” is grammatically convenient, but does not describe a datum… He nowhere proves that thoughts need a thinker, nor is there reason to believe this except in a grammatical sense.’ This objection is reinforced by modern physiological research using brain scans, which indicate that decisive mental activity can often be observed in the brain before ‘I’ am aware of making a decision. Who then is doing the thinking, when the conscious ‘I’ is not aware of the decision made in my brain? This question remains unanswered – posing serious problems about human agency with regard to the law, as well as in other fields.

Descartes’s thinking led naturally to his celebrated distinction between mind and body, which would remain one of the basic conundrums of philosophy and science for centuries to come. According to Descartes, the body is composed of matter, and is thus subject to the laws of physics. It is the incorporeal mind or soul which animates the body, making us human. Without the mind, the body is a mere automaton.

Descartes reached this distinction by introspective reasoning, which led him to his controversial conclusion that ‘soulless’ animals are mere automata. Some have suggested that he may in part have been influenced in this conclusion by some ingenious and very lifelike puppet-machines he had seen in Paris, where they had become the latest sensation.

Descartes never satisfactorily solved this ‘mind-body’ problem that he had raised. Indeed philosophers and scientists were unable to provide a convincing answer until the twentieth century, when the problem was declared to be illusory and the mind described as an ‘emergent quality’ that spontaneously arises from the complexities of the brain. As the Canadian psychiatrist Ralph Lewis put it: ‘Clearly, the brain is a phenomenon in which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and its product, the mind or subjective sense of self, is radically different qualitatively from its parts – an emergent property.’

Indeed, Francis Crick, the co-discoverer of DNA, famously dismissed the idea of a separate mind or consciousness, declaring: ‘You’re nothing but a pack of neurons.’ However, investigators of artificial intelligence have found the problem of ‘mind’ far more elusive: their ever-more-complex machines obstinately refuse to produce anything remotely resembling an emergent consciousness. And although the twentieth-century British philosopher Gilbert Ryle dismissed Descartes’s idea of mind as ‘the ghost in the machine’, ironically his evocative phrase continues to haunt discussions of this problem. Descartes’s fundamental distinction remains, for many, an unanswered problem. Though it is fair to say that nowadays the majority of scientists and philosophers insist that the mind-body problem is a pseudo-problem – an illusory category distinction. Despite this, they have yet to provide a fully convincing answer to the nature of consciousness.

Descartes also made a major contribution by applying rational thought to scientific method. Here, he advised scientists:


to divide up each of the difficulties… into as many parts as possible… Solve the simplest problems first… commencing with objects that [are] the most simple and easy to understand, in order to rise little by little, or by degrees, to knowledge of the most complex, assuming an order, even if a fictitious one, among those which do not follow a natural sequence relatively to one another.



This is a literal prescription for the original Ancient Greek word ανάλυση (analysis), which can be translated as ‘to unravel or pick apart’.

In the field of mathematics, Descartes would point the way to a transformative step forward. Previously, algebra had been a matter of formulas such as 2x + 3y = 12, where x and y are unknown quantities. On the other hand, geometry was a matter of lines and points drawn on a plane surface. (Geo derives from the Ancient Greek for ‘earth’ and metron means ‘measurement’.) Descartes found an ingenious but simple way to combine these two apparently disparate branches of mathematics, by using what are still known as Cartesian coordinates. In this way, an algebraic formula could be plotted on a graph, with the unknown x being given values on the horizontal xaxis, and the unknown y plotted on the vertical y-axis, producing a line – or in other cases a curve – along values of x and y which provide a solution to the formula. For example, the equation x2 + y2 = 1 describes a circle of radius 1 centred on the origin point where the x-axis and y-axis intersect. Likewise, the equation x2 + 2y2 = 5 produces an ellipse. Similarly, geometric figures could be reproduced as algebraic formulas. One big advantage of this latter method was the introduction of greater precision to geometry. No matter how precisely one tries to draw a line of length two inches, or a triangle with sides two inches, three inches and four inches, absolute precision is impossible – even with the aid of a ruler. However, as soon as these lengths become numerical parts of an algebraic formula, they inevitably become exact, and can be manipulated to produce precise answers. With some justification, Descartes would claim: ‘My geometry is to ordinary geometry as Cicero’s Rhetoric to a child’s A, B, Cs.’

Descartes’s scientific and philosophical ideas mark the beginning of a new age in western thought as it began to emerge from the straitjacket of Aristotelian orthodoxy. Nonetheless, the latter remained the official teaching of the Church, and Descartes’s method of comprehensive doubt, in particular, left him open to censure. (If everything can be doubted – so can the existence of God.) Even so, Descartes continued sending his works to the sympathetic Father Mersenne in Paris, asking that they be distributed amongst his intellectual contacts for criticism. As already noted, Descartes did not always take kindly to criticism of his work. However, when in 1633 he learned that Galileo had been hauled before the Inquisition in Rome, charged with heresy on account of his Copernican views, Descartes immediately panicked. He wrote to Mersenne, asking him not to send out any copies of his latest scientific work, which contained many ideas in accord with those of Galileo, including the Copernican ‘heresy’.

Even in Holland, Descartes’s new ideas had begun to attract criticism from certain Protestant leaders and academics. Some have seen this as an explanation for why Descartes was forever moving from place to place within the country – a wish to elude direct confrontation with those who disputed his findings and indeed his entire philosophy. Descartes is known to have lived in ‘at least twenty addresses’ during the twenty years he spent in Holland. However, this personal quirk appears to have been more a matter of his restless temperament and his longing for solitude.5

After these constant changes of address, the move he would make in 1649 was far more drastic, and undertaken with deep misgivings. Descartes’s fame as a thinker had by this time spread through Europe, and the intellectually ambitious Queen Christina of Sweden invited him to become her tutor. Coerced by letters from the French ambassador in Stockholm, Descartes eventually gave in and travelled north on a ship despatched by the queen herself. On his arrival in Stockholm, Descartes was horrified to learn that Christina expected to receive her philosophy lessons at 5 a.m. For a man accustomed to a lifetime of rising after noon, this would prove the last straw. Riding by coach through the dark frigid winter streets of Stockholm to the Royal Palace soon caused his fragile health to fail. Within months of arriving in Sweden he had caught a serious chill. Despite the concerned ministrations of the French ambassador, Descartes’s condition quickly worsened, and in February 1650, at the age of fifty-three, he died.

However, such was the pervasive and lasting influence of Descartes’s thought throughout Europe that, thirteen years later, the Catholic Church felt obliged to place all of Descartes’s works on the Index (the list of books Catholics were forbidden to read). The religious authorities argued that his philosophy relied upon reason and mind, rather than belief in God. This is undeniable, though ironically Descartes himself remained a devout Catholic throughout his life, and even used his philosophy to develop a rational proof of the existence of God. Indeed, he would eventually produce two such proofs of God’s existence, which would seem to indicate an element of Cartesian doubt concerning this problem.

Descartes’s main proof of the existence of God uses a variant of what is known as the ontological argument. This was first proposed by the eleventh-century theologian St Anselm, who despite being Italian was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury, the senior religious post in England. The ontological argument reasons that, as God is the most perfect being, he must be possessed of all possible perfections. A being who possesses all other perfections is even more perfect if he exists than if he does not. Therefore God exists.

The entire tenor of this argument is medieval, though its power of reasoning evidently appealed to Descartes more than the questionable assumptions upon which it rests. This aspect of the ontological argument would continue to appeal to logicians, especially those of a mathematical inclination. The finest logician of the twentieth century, the Austrian Kurt Gödel, would achieve the remarkable feat of disproving mathematics (showing it to be incomplete, and thus open to inconsistency). Having exposed this drastic flaw in humanity’s most rigid form of reasoning, Gödel then set down a logical proof of the existence of God, using a variant of the ontological argument. Here, it would seem, the Age of Reason continued to venture into the realms of unreason.



_____________

1 This incomplete manuscript was discovered purely by chance in 1988 amongst bundles of old papers in the Berlin State Library. The 192 pages of notes describe Hagendorf ’s travels across almost 1,500 miles of war-ravaged Europe, from Italy and France to the Netherlands and the German states. His most memorable description is of the 1631 sack of the city of Magdeburg in Saxony. During the course of this event, the rape, pillage and murderous destructive mayhem were such that as many as 20,000 are thought to have been killed. Consequently, the word Magdeburgisieren (magdeburgization) entered the German language to describe total annihilation.

2 These include the premature peace negotiated in Hamburg as early as 1641 between all the major protagonists – including France, the Holy Roman Empire and Sweden – where documents were signed but promptly ignored by all concerned. To say nothing of the substantive but unresolved negotiations which took place between France and the Holy Roman Emperor in Cologne in 1646.

3 Such diplomacy had become well established in Italy during the previous century by Venice and a few other city-states, such as Mantua, who maintained ambassadors in other city-states – and particularly in Rome – in order to glean and sometimes influence papal policy. Now, this would increasingly become an international modus operandi.

4 Mersenne’s lasting claim to fame is his formula for generating ‘Mersenne primes’: Mp = 2p – 1. Here Mp is a Mersenne prime, and p is some prime number (i.e. one that is divisible only by itself). This formula may only generate a small fraction of the known primes, but has so far proved infallible. As of 2020, computers had confirmed the existence of fifty-one Mersenne primes below 100 million.

5 However, this solitude was by no means absolute. As was customary for a gentleman of his time, he invariably employed a servant to cater for his domestic needs. On one occasion he had an affair with a maidservant called Helena Jans, who consequently gave birth to a daughter fathered by Descartes. The child was named Francine, and Descartes was in the habit of passing her off as his niece. But when Francine died at the age of five, Descartes was overcome with grief. He never married Helena, but is known to have provided her with a handsome dowry of ‘one thousand guilders, a considerable sum’, which enabled her to marry well.






CHAPTER 2

TWO ITALIAN ARTISTS

ITALY REMAINED COMPARATIVELY UNSCATHED during the religious wars which devastated so much of Europe during the early decades of the 1600s. According to the contemporary British historian Diarmaid MacCulloch, ‘Italy was less inclined to the ideals of the Reformation to begin with, and lacked the anti-clerical sentiment that was present in other parts of Europe’. He ascribes this to the widespread participation of the laity in Italian religious life, especially in such organizations as religious guilds, confraternities and oratories.

On the other hand, individuals who publicly proclaimed heretical ideas were liable to fall foul of the Roman Inquisition. Amongst these was the Neapolitan-born Franciscan friar Giordano Bruno, a scientist whose ideas were both far ahead of his time and way behind. In particular, he extended the Copernican view of the solar system to the entire universe, insisting that the stars were also like the sun and had their own orbiting planets. Yet interwoven with such advanced scientific ideas was a curious hermeticism involving Thoth, the Ancient Egyptian god of wisdom, and the moon. Such heresies led to him being burned at the stake in Rome in 1600. Thirty-three years later, it was Galileo’s terror of suffering the same fate which led to him renouncing the Copernican views that he knew to be correct.

Meanwhile, although armies were raised in Italy during this period, their soldiers had little taste for actual combat. The experience of Odoardo Farnese, Duke of Parma, appears to have been typical: ‘Desertion, it seems, was a reality of life more than battle was. Large engagements of entire armies were rare in Italy; a skirmish that killed a few dozen men was on the bloody side. By contrast, Odoardo lost half his army to desertion before he reached his allies’ camp, some 1,500 men in total. Deserters would often be recruited by the other side, and some crossed the lines repeatedly in search of signing bonuses.’

Italy itself may have enjoyed comparative calm during these years, but the same cannot be said for the lives of two leading Italian artists of this period. Namely, the baroque painter and fugitive murderer Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, and the pioneering woman painter Artemisia Gentileschi, who suffered rape, the theft of her works, and even judicial torture by thumbscrew in order to determine the truth of her evidence.

The painter we know as Caravaggio was born in Milan in March 1571. His father was named Fermo Merixio, whose surname has led some to suggest that he may have been of Catalan or Greek origin. Merixio was employed as an architect-designer by the marquis of Caravaggio, a small town some thirty miles east of Milan. When Caravaggio was five, his family left Milan to avoid an outbreak of the plague, and settled in Caravaggio. Here his father, his grandfather and later his mother all died of the plague. In the words of the British art critic Andrew Graham-Dixon: ‘By the age of six, Caravaggio had lost almost every male member of his family, and the art of his maturity would be saturated in the ineradicable memory of night terrors, filled with images of turmoil in dark places.’ These early events would colour Caravaggio’s entire life: he would forever resent the traumatic blow that fate had inflicted upon him.

Taking on the name of the town where he had grown up, at thirteen Caravaggio returned to Milan, where he was apprenticed to the painter Simone Peterzano, who had been a pupil of Titian and painted in the popular mannerist style that was emerging in Italy in the wake of the Renaissance. (Early mannerism can be seen in the works of Michelangelo, who exaggerated various features and mannerisms in his figures to achieve a heightened effect.) During his apprenticeship, Caravaggio became acquainted with the many art treasures in Milan, especially Leonardo da Vinci’s famous fresco of the Last Supper on the wall of the refectory of the monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie. Here Caravaggio appears to have been intrigued by the variety of precisely rendered expressions on the faces of the disciples.

At the age of twenty-one, Caravaggio’s time in Milan came to an abrupt end when he fled the city after becoming involved in a number of brawls, during one of which he wounded a police officer. According to a contemporary witness, Caravaggio arrived in Rome ‘naked and extremely needy... without fixed address and without provision... short of money’. Caravaggio’s talent was already evident, and he soon found employment with the successful artist Giuseppe Cesari, whose mannerist works had proved popular with Pope Clement VIII. Cesari’s studio was little more than an art factory, churning out paintings to adorn the walls of all the new palazzi and churches that were being built in Rome. Caravaggio’s first works for Cesari were mainly paintings of fruit and flowers. Although this was mere hack-work, the paintings were distinguished by their penetrating precision and realism. This is unmistakably the case in his first full-fledged paintings, Boy Peeling a Fruit and Boy with a Basket of Fruit. (Indeed, the fruit in the latter painting has recently been scrutinized by a professor of horticulture, who identified a fig leaf disfigured by an unusual form of fungal infection – an effect so precisely rendered that it was even possible for the expert to distinguish the particular rare disease.)

During this period, Caravaggio himself succumbed to a spell of disease, which was evidently quite prolonged, for it put an end to his employment by Cesari. While Caravaggio was convalescing he painted a self-portrait entitled Young Sick Bacchus, which was probably produced a couple of years after his arrival in Rome. In this painting, the young Bacchus (the god of wine and revelry) is clutching a bunch of pallid grapes as he turns towards the spectator, revealing the sallow, fleshy face of a man in his early twenties.

This picture also confirms the direction in which Caravaggio’s painting was developing. Where the mannerists exaggerated elements of their portraits for effect, Caravaggio turned this style on its head. Instead of distorting his images, he sought to achieve a very precise realism of expression, heightened by the use of chiaroscuro – the sharp contrast between light and shadow – to imbue the scene with an element of drama. This was not new; it had been used in the previous century by Renaissance painters from the German Holbein to the Italian Raphael. Chiaroscuro enabled the artist to build up a form, such as an arm or a female breast, giving it substance and a three-dimensional appearance on the flat smooth surface of the painted two-dimensional canvas.

Caravaggio, in line with his personal psychology, chose to give his chiaroscuro a particularly dramatic flourish – now known as tenebrism, involving a more exaggerated form of tenebroso (gloom, or shadow). Such contrasted darkness must in its own way have been a very precise form of realism at the time, when the only form of illumination at night or in darkened rooms was candlelight. It brings out the whiteness of human flesh, dramatically shining through the dusky gloom.

This effect was heightened by Caravaggio’s choice of subject matter, which had veered closer to the way of life he was leading in Rome. The Fortune Teller depicts a young Romani fortune teller deftly running her fingers over the outstretched palm of a fashionably dressed young beau, complete with a large feather in his cap, the proportions of his torso flattered by the fine tan doublet he is wearing. Her fingertips are tracing the lines in his palm, but from the way her eyes are holding his, it seems that a more emotional mutual reading is taking place. Yet on closer inspection, this initial reading of the scene is subtly undermined by the duplicity that later becomes apparent: her fingers are surreptitiously slipping the ring from his finger.

Another novelty of this scene is shown in Caravaggio’s choice of models. He chose a girl he had seen in the street for his fortune teller. And the naive beau with his sword on his left hip was modelled on Caravaggio’s friend, the sixteen-year-old Sicilian painter Mario Minniti.

The Fortune Teller is a consciously contemporary scene, and the faces of his models echo this contemporaneity. Caravaggio was intentionally breaking with the Renaissance tradition of painting classical scenes complete with recognizable classical figures. An elaborate new style was beginning to replace the Renaissance and mannerist styles of the previous century. Here we see the emergence of the baroque, exhibiting a richness of colour and dress and gesture – all intended to contrast with the austerity of the emergent Protestant art, which eschewed the adornments and flamboyant effects of Catholic art.

Other pictures from this period hint further at Caravaggio’s character and the life he was leading in Rome. The Cardsharps is a similarly ambiguous scene, showing two well-dressed young men playing cards. The one facing away from us is reaching behind his back, craftily removing a card tucked into his belt. Meanwhile, an older figure standing behind the other player is holding out his frayed-gloved fingers to indicate which cards the player has in his hand. The sardonic look on his bearded face contrasts with the fresh-faced youth of the players, although only one of them is in fact possessed of the youthful innocence that his face would seem to indicate.

By now Caravaggio was beginning to make a name for himself, with his work attracting wealthy buyers. Amongst these was Cardinal Francesco del Monte, a connoisseur of the arts who became Caravaggio’s patron and introduced him to his circle of fellow art-lovers.

Encouraged by del Monte, Caravaggio began to paint religious subjects. Unsurprisingly, he introduced a dramatic realism into the biblical scenes he portrayed. His Penitent Magdalene depicts the biblical prostitute slumped in a low chair, the finery of her dress rumpled about her knees, her hands folded despairingly in her lap beneath her bowed face. Beside her on the floor are a broken string of pearls, various trinkets and a three-quarters-empty flask of liquid (white wine? perfume? oil?), emblematic of the misguided life she now wishes to put behind her. A tear courses down her cheek, and her downcast face is reminiscent of Christ’s head on the cross.

Critics have been divided over the spirituality of this painting. Is it just a surface element, a mere suggestion – is Penitent Magdalene no more than the painting of a weeping young woman? Or is Caravaggio successful in catching the genuine profundity of Magdalene’s remorse? One thing is certain: he manages to render this portrait devoid of any hint of the sentimentality which could so easily have crept into such a scene. This alone gives it a gravitas that provokes thought in the onlooker.

A similar complaint relating to a lack of spirituality was made of Caravaggio’s most sensational painting of this time: Judith Beheading Holofernes.1 In this painting Caravaggio takes the biblical story of how the Jewish widow Judith encouraged the Assyrian general Holofernes to get drunk, then lured him to his tent and seduced him. While Holofernes slumbered, she slipped from his bed, seized his sword and cut off his head. Characteristically, Caravaggio portrays this scene at the actual moment of Holofernes’s grisly murder: his neck half severed from his body, his upturned face crying out in mortal agony. Judith’s white-bloused figure stands out against the shadowy background of the tent’s red canvas, the wizened features of her maid urging her on as she grasps Holofernes’s hair and slices the razor-sharp blade through his neck as it gushes blood.

Some critics have noted a certain lack of power in the cutting gesture with which Judith wields the large sword. Others have argued, more convincingly, that the initial blow has already been struck, and that the seeming lack of determination in her gesture is merely an echo of the subtly rendered expression on Judith’s face. This masterfully captures her feeling of ambiguity at what she is doing. She is determined to murder Holofernes, to avenge his cruelty to the Israelites, yet she cannot disguise her distaste at the horrific violence and bloodshed of her actions. Caravaggio manages to convey all this by means of the slight frown which distorts her delicate yet determined face.

There is no denying the sheer mastery with which Caravaggio manages to suggest the complex psychology of this moment. This is certainly a religious painting in that it portrays a biblical scene, but the question of its spirituality is another matter. Like tragedy, it purges the emotions. It even touches the soul – this, after all, is death, the passing of a human life – yet it is hardly uplifting in any ethereal sense.

A contemporary described Caravaggio’s behaviour around this time: ‘After a fortnight’s work he will swagger about for a month or two with a sword at his side and a servant following him, from one ball-court to the next, ever ready to engage in a fight or an argument, so that it is most awkward to get along with him.’ As Caravaggio gained in repute, artistically and at street level, so his behaviour began to deteriorate. He became notorious for his violent temper. While a guest at Cardinal del Monte’s palazzo, he is said to have attacked an aristocratic fellow guest with a club. Several times he was arrested for brawling and even duelling. Little wonder that Caravaggio’s painting of Holofernes’s murder was infused with such telling realism.

Then, in 1606, during the course of a duel, Caravaggio killed his opponent, the notorious scion of a noble Roman family. As with so much of Caravaggio’s wild life, the details of this sensational incident remain blurred. It has been suggested that the duel concerned gambling debts; other sources suggest that Caravaggio killed his opponent while trying to castrate him, and that they were fighting over a courtesan named Fillide Melandroni. Interestingly, this was the very woman Caravaggio had used as the model for Judith.

After this incident, not even his powerful patron could protect him. Caravaggio immediately fled Rome, wanted for murder. In his absence a court sentenced him to death by beheading. Caravaggio ended up in Naples, beyond the jurisdiction of the Roman courts, where he found protection with a relative of the Sforza family, who had once employed Caravaggio’s father in Milan. Here, once more, Caravaggio’s sheer talent enabled him to secure a steady stream of work – especially from church patrons, who commissioned him to paint religious subjects. And once more, Caravaggio often found his art in conflict with the spirituality expected by those patrons.

Most typical of this conflict in all of Caravaggio’s works is his painting Conversion on the Way to Damascus, which was in fact completed in Rome. This refers to St Paul’s dramatic conversion to Christianity while pursuing his campaign to persecute Christians. The Bible tells of St Paul being blinded by a vision. Caravaggio goes one further, showing Paul flat on his back, having fallen from his horse, his arms outstretched towards the blinding vision. This is suggested by a light which appears to emanate from beyond the frame of the canvas, illuminating Paul and the large flank of his horse, whose hoofs are trampling his legs.

The composition prompted the exasperated patron to complain: ‘Why have you put a horse in the middle, and St Paul on the ground?’

‘Because!’

‘Is the horse God?’

‘No, but he stands in God’s light.’

Conversion on the Way to Damascus was initially commissioned by Tiberio Cerasi, Pope Clement VIII’s treasurer-general, who died before Caravaggio could complete the work. Cerasi’s heirs initially rejected it, but were eventually persuaded to hang it in the Cerasi Chapel, though they deducted 100 scudi from Caravaggio’s payment.2

The controversy over Caravaggio’s perceived lack of spirituality remains. There is no doubting the dramatic flair and realism of his paintings. But is this all simply surface sensationalism, superbly rendered yet somehow devoid of any deeper content? There is certainly psychological penetration, as in the expression on Judith’s face… After the religious paintings of the medieval era, and the classical subjects of Renaissance art – culminating in works such as the sculptures of Michelangelo – Caravaggio’s work inevitably seems to lack a truly spiritual dimension. Drama, of itself, can be profound – as his contemporary Shakespeare makes plain. But Shakespeare has the metaphorical resonance of literature. Caravaggio seems to have but the surface brilliance of evocation – in a supreme, if secular, sense. This is superbly characterized by the twentieth-century British art critic John Berger, who suggests of Caravaggio’s art that: ‘His darkness smells of candles, over-ripe melons, damp washing waiting to be hung out the next day: it is the darkness of stairwells, gambling corners, cheap lodgings, sudden encounters.’

Caravaggio’s chiaroscuro may suggest the contrast between spiritual light and mortal darkness, yet it barely succeeds in capturing any transcendent element. Not surprisingly, Caravaggio was never fully appreciated in the centuries following his death, which took place in 1610 at the age of just thirty-eight, possibly through murder.

The last years of his life would be spent largely on the run from ‘enemies’. From Naples he went to Malta, then Sicily, then back to Naples. His was at heart a secular life, and his art reflects this. As Graham-Dixon writes: ‘A lot has been made of Caravaggio’s presumed homosexuality, which has in more than one previous account of his life been presented as the single key that explains everything, both the power of his art and the misfortunes of his life. There is no absolute proof of it, only strong circumstantial evidence and much rumour.’

Graham-Dixon concurs with the notion of Caravaggio’s homosexuality, but points out that the artist also had female lovers. The truth of Caravaggio’s character seems to lie in an inner conflict that permeated his entire personality, giving it that volatility alluded to by his contemporary in Rome. Caravaggio was always ready to take offence, to pick a fight. He seems seldom to have been at ease with himself – in his life outside his studio, away from his easel, that is.

Curiously, for all his work’s violence, its drama of light and darkness, there is an unmistakable aspect of peace in its realized brilliance. Beyond the ‘sudden encounters’ mentioned by Berger, beyond the uneasiness of character suggested by Graham-Dixon, there is an air of fulfilment in Caravaggio’s paintings. These are works of art. Their violence is aesthetic – not intended to provoke, but to be viewed as an object of silent contemplation on the wall of a public gallery. Little wonder that they seemed out of place adorning some rich church dignitary’s palazzo. These are scenes – religious or otherwise – seen through a secular eye, and painted with the clarity of reason, even though they often hark back to events of unreason.

Caravaggio’s art would not be fully appreciated until it was ‘rediscovered’ in the twentieth century – a secular age imbued with violence, where religious scenes became no more than reminders of supremely human acts.

Caravaggio took out his resentment on the world around him. His contemporary, the pioneer woman painter Artemisia Gentileschi, suffered the opposite fate. As a talented woman in a machismo Italian society, she was resented, attacked and despised.

Gentileschi was born in Rome, probably in 1593, the oldest child of the Tuscan artist Orazio Gentileschi. Orazio had arrived in Rome from his native Pisa around 1600, already an accomplished mannerist painter. However, despite being almost ten years older than Caravaggio, he immediately fell under his spell and developed a chiaroscuro baroque style, though without the sheer flair and bravado of his young master.

When Artemisia was just twelve, her mother died, and in order to look after her Orazio took her into his studio, where she learned to mix paints and stretch canvases. It soon became apparent that she had a precocious talent for drawing, and then painting. Unsurprisingly, her first works were influenced by Caravaggio, by way of her father. But instead of copying her father’s somewhat idealized figures, she drew from life, and these realistic figures began to exhibit an extraordinary accomplishment.

Artemisia’s first known work is Susanna and the Elders, painted in 1610 when she was just seventeen. Its biblical subject is Susanna, whose naked figure is depicted at the baths, turning away awkwardly from the lewd proposals the two elders leaning over her shoulder are attempting to whisper into her ear. The work skilfully combines chiaroscuro effects (the darkness of one elder’s face whispering into the ear of his bearded colleague) with classical influences (such as the wholly intentional and fully realized awkwardness of Susanna turning away from the pestering male figures). However, above and beyond such influences, the painting resoundingly expresses the travails of oppressed womanhood: Gentileschi herself had undoubtedly suffered, and resisted, such unsolicited attentions.

The following year, her father, along with the artist Agostino Tassi, was commissioned to decorate the vaults of a palazzo owned by Cardinal Scipione Borghese, a wealthy connoisseur who had previously commissioned Caravaggio before his flight from Rome some years earlier.3 Consequently, the thirty-two-year-old Tassi became a regular visitor to the Gentileschi household. One day, when Artemisia was alone, Tassi persuaded her to show him a painting beside the bedroom. He then bundled her inside, pushed her on to the bed and attempted to rape her, smothering her mouth with his hand so that she could not cry out for help. Artemisia frantically scratched at his face and managed to grasp a knife and slash at his chest, but was unable to prevent him from dishonouring her.

Tassi was surprised to discover that Gentileschi was a virgin, and afterwards promised that he would marry her. Later, on the strength of that promise, he browbeat Artemisia into a sexual relationship. It seems likely that Artemisia was inclined to go along with this in order to recoup her honour by means of marriage – though some have claimed that she eventually fell in love with Tassi.

Orazio soon became aware of rumours concerning his daughter and Tassi. When he questioned Tassi, he denied everything, but Orazio was unconvinced. He went to the authorities and pressed charges against Tassi. At the trial, Artemisia recounted the details of her rape, and in line with contemporary judicial practice she was subjected to torture, in order to ‘prove’ that her evidence was the truth. In particular, she was subjected to thumbscrews and having her hands bound ever tighter by cords. She refused to retract her evidence, risking her painter’s hands in the process – always replying, when questioned, ‘It is true, it is true.’

Tassi’s evidence, on the other hand, was so blatantly false and self-contradictory that the judge intervened on several occasions, insisting that he cease lying. At one point, Tassi even claimed that Gentileschi had written him erotic poems. This could not be true because, despite her painterly skills, Gentileschi remained unable to write. The only school she had ever attended was her father’s studio.

Tassi called up half a dozen of his friends as witnesses. In their testimonies they claimed that Gentileschi was a whore, that her house was a bordello, and that she had committed incest with her father. Once again the judge made clear how preposterous he found this evidence. In all, the trial lasted seven months, with news of its proceedings spreading throughout Italy, leaving Gentileschi’s reputation in tatters. However, in a rare verdict Gentileschi was declared innocent and Tassi was sentenced to two years in prison (which was, however, annulled the following year). During the trial it had emerged that Tassi already had a prison record, had been convicted of rape, and was known to have raped his sister-in-law and his first wife. And it was further revealed that his present wife had gone missing under suspicious circumstances. Not until this point did Gentileschi even know that Tassi was married.

Following the trial, Orazio did what he thought best to salvage his daughter’s reputation. A marriage was arranged for her – to a Florentine artist named Pierantonio Stiattesi – and the couple left Rome for Florence. Here Gentileschi’s talent soon achieved recognition from the ruling Medici family, who had previously patronized Renaissance artists such as Botticelli and Michelangelo.

During her years in Florence, Gentileschi would paint a number of works alluding to the trauma of her rape. But this should not be seen as overshadowing her work as a whole. Far from it. If anything, her work is dominated by her supreme talent as a colourist, evolving far beyond the chiaroscuro and drama she learned from Caravaggio by way of her father. Many of these later works include self-portraits, and she is unsparing of her features as they evolved beyond the first blush of youthful beauty to a plumper maturity. She captures her changing face with such telling character that you seem to know her, almost as if you are recognizing this woman of growing years – who looks directly at you as she is playing the lute, or gazes upward as St Catherine, her serious features seemingly prepared for the suggested martyrdom to come.4

However, there is no escaping the direct violence to which she returns again and again. And the most gruesome example of this is the very same scene chosen by Caravaggio: Judith Slaying Holofernes. In contrast to Caravaggio’s rendering, Gentileschi’s painting focuses on Judith’s intent as she hacks off the head of Holofernes, her servant beside her, holding him down. Judith’s face is a recognizable self-portrait, and although it is marked by a slight frown (echoing Caravaggio), this is a frown of determination. Even so (again like Caravaggio), Judith remains at arm’s length from her victim – it is her servant who is closer. Judith’s frown does not register distaste for the hideous act she is committing; instead her distaste seems to be for her victim. Gentileschi also uses chiaroscuro to add drama to the scene. Indeed, her painting is certainly more dramatic, more realistic, more convincing in its violence. It is filled with emotion. Unexpectedly, it is only in Caravaggio’s depiction of Judith – the complexity of emotions in her face – that his work excels.

In Florence, Gentileschi became part of the cultured court of the Medici ruler Grand Duke Cosimo II, who is best remembered for his patronage and protection of Galileo from the papal authorities. At court, Gentileschi learned to read and write, and soon developed a fully rounded cultural persona. Her art was quickly appreciated, and recognized as superior to that of the local artists. In 1615, she – along with some of these artists – was commissioned by Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger (a descendant of Michelangelo himself), who was building the Casa Buonarroti to commemorate his illustrious forebear. Gentileschi was given the leading commission to decorate the ceiling of the main gallery with a figure portraying the Allegory of Inclination, representing inborn talent.

For this, Gentileschi produced a superb nude, whose face is a youthful self-portrait in keeping with the innocence of untutored natural aptitude. (This figure would later have parts of her nudity overpainted with covering scarves as the moral climate of Florence took on a more prudish aspect.5) Fittingly, the nude figure of Inclination holds a compass directed at a star. Legend has it that Gentileschi consulted Galileo himself regarding the shape of this compass, though this is unlikely as the compass is rendered as a simple object, with no attempt at realistic detail. However, it is known that Gentileschi corresponded with Galileo during these years; and the possible shape of the compass was unlikely to have been her only topic.

Recently discovered letters reveal that, during her time in Florence, Gentileschi fell in love with one of her noble patrons, Francesco Maria Maringhi. Gentileschi’s husband appears to have been more than complaisant, even going so far as to add messages to his friend Maringhi on the back of Gentileschi’s love letters. However, after four years this happy arrangement became the subject of gossip-mongers, which meant that Gentileschi and her husband were obliged to leave Florence in 1620.

During the last three decades of her life, Gentileschi lived largely in Rome and Naples, and even spent a year in England at the court of Charles I. Here Gentileschi painted Self-Portrait as the Allegory of Painting. This followed the prescription by the contemporary art iconographer Cesare Ripa that the figure of Painting should be portrayed as:


A beautiful woman, with full black hair, dishevelled, and twisted in various ways, with arched eyebrows that show imaginative thought… with a chain of gold at her throat from which hangs a mask, and has written in front ‘imitation’. She holds in her hand a brush, and in the other the palette, with clothes of evanescently covered drapery.



In Gentileschi’s painting we look down over the shoulder of a younger version of herself, though with the dark dishevelled hair of Ripa’s description.

Gentileschi would live well into her sixties, fulfilling commissions for patrons as diverse and discerning as Charles I of England and Philip IV of Spain. She probably died sometime in 1656, when a virulent outbreak of plague swept through Naples.

Like Caravaggio, her work suffered an eclipse after her death. During the ensuing centuries, she was regarded as an oddity: a ‘woman painter’ dogged by the scandal of her rape and the consequent trial. Few seem to have looked beyond this caricature and studied the actual works, until in 1916 she was ‘rediscovered’ by the Italian art expert Roberto Longhi, who somewhat misguidedly described her as ‘the only woman in Italy who ever knew about painting, colouring, drawing, and other fundamentals’.

In the later decades of the twentieth century, her full worth and unique pioneering role would be recognized by many feminist writers, who noted her skill as well as her preoccupation with innocent wronged women and revenge on men. Her art is, of course, much more than this, her range far wider – though the fully realized violence of many of her works is undeniable. This would also be the case in a work not rediscovered until 2020 – namely, David with the Head of Goliath (a subject also chosen by her father Orazio, as well as Caravaggio). Gentileschi’s chiaroscuro version has Goliath’s head lying at David’s bare feet, a bloody gash in the centre of the giant’s forehead where he was slain by David’s slingshot. The youthful, almost androgynous victor rests his arm on the hilt of the great sword he has just used to cut off Goliath’s head. It is not one of Gentileschi’s best works – subdued in both treatment and realization, especially when seen in the light of her many masterpieces. This very fact alone should give the lie to contemporary art professor Camille Paglia’s short-sighted judgement that ‘Artemisia Gentileschi was simply a polished, competent painter in a Baroque style created by men’.

Such pioneers as Gentileschi seldom occur in a vacuum. Other women artists would emerge during this period – most notably the Italian Giovanna Garzoni, and the Dutch Judith Leyster (several of whose works were initially thought to have been the work of Frans Hals). But none of these was a maestra of the calibre of Gentileschi. It would be two centuries before women began to emerge as major artists, and then it would be in the field of literature. Only later would leading painters of the calibre of Gentileschi begin to emerge, such as the French multi-styled Suzanne Valadon (who taught her son Maurice Utrillo to paint) and the utterly original Mexican Frida Kahlo. It would take major changes in (male) society for such figures to thrive.



_____________

1 Caravaggio painted two different versions of this scene. I have chosen to describe the earlier version, probably painted in the first years of the seventeenth century.


OEBPS/images/9781838958572.jpg
PAUL
STRATHERN

Peter the Grea \





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml

 
Contents



		Title


		Copyright


		Significant Dates During the Age of Reason


		Dramatis Personae


		Prologue


		1 Reason and Rationale


		2 Two Italian Artists


		3 Spread of the Scientific Revolution


		4 The English Civil War and Thomas Hobbes


		5 The New World and the Golden Age of Spain


		6 Two Transcendent Artists


		7 The Money Men and the Markets


		8 Two Artists of the Dutch Golden Age


		9 The Sun King and Versailles


		10 England Comes of Age


		11 A Quiet City in South Holland


		12 Exploration


		13 A Courtly Interlude


		14 Spinoza and Locke


		15 The Survival and Spread of the Continent of Reason


		16 New Realities


		17 Logic Personified


		18 On the Shoulders of Giants


		Epilogue


		Notes


		Acknowledgements


		Illustrations


		Index





  
    Landmarks


    
      		
        Cover
      


      		
        Title
      


      		
        Start
      


    


  


OEBPS/images/title.png
DARK
BRILLIANCE

The Age of Reason
From Descartes to Peter the Great

PAUL STRATHERN

Atlantic Books





