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‘I am fascinated.’


Andrew Marr, Start the Week, Radio 4




 





‘Wonderful.’


The Times




 





‘Intelligent.’


Independent




 





‘Current.’


Sunday Telegraph




 







 





Why does Judeo-Christianity love mountains? Why was fear of drinking from skulls the original reason for cremation? And where does the word Fuck come from (hint: think berets)?




 





Wittgenstein said that if people never did silly things, nothing intelligent would ever happen. In this compelling A-Z of modern ignorance, Stephen Bayley gathers silly, curious and sometimes shocking facts on everything that makes our world tick.




 





You’ll be surprised how much you never knew!
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This is a book about opinions. It is a misguided tour with no real beginning or end, but one which passes some interesting places on the way. Opinions require knowledge and a quest for knowledge is a defining characteristic of civilisation. Yet total knowledge, let alone complete understanding, always escapes us; it is an elusive destination. This collection of opinions is called A Dictionary of Idiocy for two reasons. First, it is a snappy title. Second, it revives a neglected phenomenon: what the French call a ‘sottisier’ and we would call a collection of howlers, or perhaps, platitudes. Besides, idiocy itself needs a retread. ‘Idiocy’ has come to mean a deficient intellect, almost synonymous with stupidity, which the dictionary says is a slowness of mental processes. But originally, an ‘idiot’ was a private man. This is the form of idiocy we are examining here: the private man with opinions of his own.


The nineteenth-century French novelist Gustave Flaubert made this subject his own more than a hundred years ago. He soon realised the problems of cataloguing opinions. The whole process involves a corrosive relativism that can be intellectually and physically exhausting. ‘My deplorable mania for analysis is doing me in’, Flaubert said in a letter to his confidante, George Sand. Their relationship was one of literature’s great amitiés amoureuses. In their correspondence he revealed his almost continual intellectual torment. In December 1874 he said ‘I am mortally depressed. When I’m not fretting about my work, I moan about myself’. Later he added, ‘I belong to another world’.


Flaubert seems, while defining himself as an artist, almost literally, to be defining himself as an idiot. But that is absurd: Flaubert was a genius of the first water.


He used his ambitious and flawed novel Bouvard et Pécuchet, unfinished on his death in 1880, as a vehicle to explore the possibilities and purposes and imponderable dangers of acquiring perfect knowledge. Flaubert’s two heroes, in a way symbols of himself, wanted to understand everything and, predictably, became confused. The more we learn, the less we understand. Bouvard and Pécuchet became dismally perturbé as they attempted to acquire all the world’s knowledge, but found themselves confronted and all but paralysed by their own ignorance. And, indeed, that of the world.


Flaubert resolved his deplorable mania for analysis by becoming interested in opinions. No one is ever very happy about opinions. But what is an opinion? The thesaurus offers: belief, conviction, idea, persuasion, view, feelings, inclination, sentiment, bias, speculation, supposition, estimation, judgement. The dictionary defines them as ‘judgements resting on grounds insufficient for complete demonstration’. Which is to say imperfect knowledge. There are perhaps three types of opinion. The first is the educated man’s opinion that certain popular beliefs are stupid. The second is the sort that drove Flaubert to near madness, the opinion that certain original thoughts are stupid. Third, there is the conventional ‘wisdom’ about what is correct.


Imagination, Victor Hugo said, is intelligence with an erection. In a similar way, an opinion is knowledge that has been given a particular direction. Unmediated knowledge is just data, dull and meaningless. Opinions are informed patterns of thought, they are what makes knowledge valuable. And controversial. Opinions need to be based on fact, but the distance between assembling facts and forming opinions can be surprisingly long. Hence the crisis of Bouvard et Pécuchet, hence Flaubert’s inclusion of his celebrated—but neglected—Dictionnaire des idées reçues as an appendix intended to be a supportive prop to the wobbly literary conceit of his novel.




[image: ]





There are a number of exquisite conflicts here. As the product of a private man’s thoughts, opinions approach the original meaning of idiocy. The great thing in writing about idiocy is that you cannot be wrong. In dealing with this subject, no critic can upbraid the writer for error, misconception or omission, a thrilling release from conventional restraints. And a fine protection from objections about incompleteness.


Original opinions are as rare now as they were in Flaubert’s day. There is a character in a nineteenth-century novel who says ‘I never offered an opinion till I was sixty … and then it was one which had been in our family for a century’. Opinions only flourish in periods or cultures without a dominant religion. A medieval monk in his Cluniac abbey or a contemporary mullah in his mosque or, indeed, a fine Victorian gentleman, had little use for original opinions. The collective opinions of religion are inflexible dogma, not interesting expressions of private thought.


The best ones are contrarian, not conformist, although that is, of course, in itself a matter of opinion. It is this irreverent quality that attracted Flaubert, the perpetual adolescent. And it was for the same reason that the Duke of Wellington disapproved of his soldiers cheering because this was very nearly an expression of a personal opinion and, by suggestion, insubordination or even mutiny.


Thus there is a hint of modernist rebellion about the opinion. Opinions may become collective, but they are initiated by individuals. So by the early twentieth century, when rebelliousness had become a touchstone of creativity, opinions were beginning to be valued. In A Mathematician’s Apology (1940), which has been described as a book of haunting sadness, G.H. Hardy says ‘It is never worth a first-class man’s time to express a majority opinion. By definition, there are plenty of others to do that.’


Hardy, an Oxbridge mathematician whose interests were diophantine analysis and the zeta function, was a fine example of an opinionated individual. A technical genius, and something of an idiot, his 1908 Course of Pure Mathematics changed the way universities taught the subject. A troubled soul who once attempted suicide, Hardy was an extremely private man. So much so that only five photographs of him exist. He could not abide mirrors and in hotels covered them with towels. He took what he called his ‘anti God battery’ to cricket matches: dressing against the prospect of inundation, he dared God to make it rain. Like Flaubert, Hardy was dismayed by the crassness and ignorance of contemporary life, ‘the confident, booming, imperialist, bourgeois English’ as he described them.
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What Hardy called ‘majority opinions’ were what Flaubert damned as bourgeois conformism. Inevitably, in formal societies, as in the Duke of Wellington’s army, the expression of independent opinions is dangerous. Or at least, dis-respectful. Ghosts of this sense cling to our modern use of the word. When someone says ‘that’s a matter of opinion’ it is a contemptuous, not a respectful, remark. Few people feel themselves flattered when told they are ‘opinionated’, yet to have opinions is one of the great privileges of modern life. There is, as we said above, no such thing as a medieval opinion. There was medieval philosophy, theology and rhetoric, but their content and scope and direction were rigidly defined.


Opinions are in a creative hierarchy that has at its base axioms, or self-evident truths. Next come epigrams, short, witty sayings which are valid in one particular case and have no general relevance. Then there are aphorisms, clever statements which contain a general truth. Aphorisms are usually nowadays of a literary character, although they began with medicine. For Hippocrates sharp observations were a means of recording the progress of knowledge. ‘Ars longa, vita brevis—art is long, life is short’ is a Hippocratic aphorism.


The best aphorists have been inspired by man’s stupidity. The Duke of La Rochefoucauld illustrated very brightly the laughable hypocrisy and depressing small-mindedness which are familiar traits in stupid humankind. His Réflexions, ou sentences et maximes morales (1665) is a masterpiece of cynical, contrarian opinion-forming.


Perhaps because of a readily made association with the very fine Monsieur le Duc, W.H. Auden thought aphorisms were aristocratic since the successful aphorist never felt any compunction to explain or justify his loftily superior position. So La Rochefoucauld said ‘C’est un grande habileté que de savoir cacher son habileté—It’s a great talent to be able to hide your talent’, and that was that. It was the same with Blaise Pascal, although he was an altogether different character. The element of misanthropy appearing in Pascal (in, for example, his most famous maxim ‘Plus je rencontre de gens, plus j’aime mon chien—the more people I see, the more I love my dog’) is common to all treatments of stupidity.


In a richly perverse way, which Flaubert sensed, but found confounding, an awareness of stupidity is a defining characteristic of intelligent life, a survival characteristic. Interestingly, the northern Europeans seem to have something of a monopoly in the subject. A best-seller of the late Middle Ages was Sebastian Brant’s Das Narrenschif. First published in 1494, this went into French as Le Nef des fous and was Englished by Alexander Barclay as The Shyp of Folys of the World in 1509. Possibly inspired by Columbus’ voyage, Brant used the motif of a crowded boatload of storm-tossed unfortunates to satirise and catalogue the fascinating variety of human folly and weakness. Erasmus, Rabelais, Cervantes, Pope and Sterne also concerned themselves with stupidity. Cervantes’ Don Quixote, ‘el caballero de la triste figura—the knight of woeful countenance’, is the quintessential idiot. A private man, a man of opinions, at odds with the dull conformity of his world.


Great minds think alike and fools, it is said, never differ. That is a collective opinion. But in my opinion it is wrong: great minds are almost always singular. Alexander Pope’s ‘confederacy of dunces’ slipped easily into the language, rather suggesting a general acknowledgement that stupidity is commonplace. Certainly that was what Flaubert believed as he battled against the entrenched stupidity of the middle-classes, with their platitudes and their worthless, dull opinions. His weapons in the battle were knowledge and wit. But acquiring that knowledge drove him to physical breakdown. So we have to wonder was Flaubert’s self-destructiveness stupid or not?


Around 1910, when the Louis Conard edition of Bouvard et Pécuchet was published, Ambrose Bierce wrote an essay entitled ‘Some Disadvantages of Genius’. He complained that geniuses are often not understood, then—perhaps realising this was an idiotic thing to say—promptly went to Mexico and was never seen again. Genius and madness are close, but so are idiocy and high intelligence. Neither seems to be well understood.


What follows is a collection of modern opinions. Such a collection is certainly an idiotic undertaking. Yet it is designed to make one stop being stupid. Or, at least, to disguise it. There’s a lot to be said for this version of idiocy. Wittgenstein believed if people never did idiotic things, nothing intelligent would ever happen. In this sense human progress depends on the continuing practice of forming opinions. So progress, or at least a form of it, is assured. Starting here. If you are idiotic, you are civilised. Some may find that a challenging opinion. 


ABSTRACTION


This is the determination to paint absolutely nothing, a quest which Rosalind Kraus said the first abstract painters took ‘very seriously indeed’. Abstract painting is one of the great artistic innovations of the modern age, but also one of the most nugatory and ruinous.


Its sources are everywhere in the nineteenth century. When Hazlitt criticised a Turner for being ‘tinted steam and little else’ he had detected the troubling basis of the abstract idea. Equally, the exploration of pictorial structure begun by Paul Cezanne led to the final analysis of a painting as an arrangement of flat colour on a flat canvas. Its rationale can also be found in the imagist poetry of Stephane Mallarmé. ‘Peindre non la chose, mais l’effet elle produit—Don’t paint the thing, just the effect it produces’. With the invention of photography it was frequently said that ‘from today, painting is dead’.


Abstraction used to be the sharp, cutting edge of art history. Now it is genteel, refined, harmless, rather like serious jazz—with which it has much in common. The big ideas it once represented are now mainstream and its shock value usurped by more daring pranksters.


Something which is abstract, properly speaking, is something that has to be considered in its own right rather than in reference to anything else. To take something in the abstract is to do so out of context. Abstract painting evolved from the debate about the role of figurative art (essentially a form of illustration, a term artists use derisively) after photo-mechanical processes had usurped its ability to provide the world with faithful images of man and nature.


Many pioneer abstract painters (Kandinsky and Mondrian, for instance) were involved in theosophy and other loopy forms of speculative mysticism. When Alexei Jawlensky said ‘Ein Kunstwerk ist ein Welt, nicht ein Nachahmung der Natur—A work of art is a universe, not an imitation of nature’ he offered a thrilling freedom from the sterile strictures of academic painting, but also justified indulgent solipsism. Kasimir Malevich was the most unworldy of them all and hilariously explained ‘The square is an expression of binary thought [which] distinguishes between impulse and no impulse, between one and nothing’.


Notably, most abstract painters were not WASPs (White Anglo-Saxon Protestants). Their champion was the critic Clement Greenberg, himself a ghetto child. This anti-establishment art had a clear attraction for a polemicist who felt himself an outsider. So much had Kandinsky, Rothko and Kline associated abstract art in the American imagination with eastern Europe that the US media had to invent their own homespun abstract hero. This was Jackson Pollock, from Cody, Wyoming. He was well able to match the mystification of his rivals from beyond the pale. In 1950 he told The New Yorker ‘Abstract painting is abstract. It confronts you.’


ACADEMICS


The general term to describe teachers and researchers devoted to study for its own sake has a revealing etymology. The first academy, a hermetic group of teachers and students, was founded by Plato in his garden. Ever since, academics have favoured isolated situations above the hurly-burly of the mundane, notably ivory towers (from the French tour d’ivoire, a familiar nineteenth-century literary expression). Remote locations are preferred so as to retain an imagined integrity. Another definition of academic is ‘not leading to a decision or unpractical’. Therefore, to describe something as ‘academic’ is to stigmatise it as irrelevant. It is important not to confuse an academic with an intellectual because they are not the same thing. Intellectuals believe in ideas; academics depend on systems to keep them going.


When Tom Dixon entered the senior common room of his university in  Kingsley Amis’ landmark novel Lucky Jim (1956) his shocked reaction to the squalor and torpor of the environment and its occupants was an echo of the author’s own experience as an English lecturer in Swansea in 1955. But academics are not only given to idleness, slobbery and cultivated high-brow boorishness, academics are also famous for their bitching. Two of Britain’s leading historians had a famous exchange. The maverick A.J.P. Taylor (who coined the term ‘Establishment’ in 1953 and lived an anti-Establishment life, at its very core, for thirty or so more years) once expressed the opinion that ‘In international affairs there was nothing wrong with Hitler except that he was German’. His rival, the more slippery Hugh Trevor-Roper (who, as Lord Dacre, authenticated the bogus Hitler diaries while in the pay of The Sunday Times, who published them), wrote of Taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War that it would ‘do serious harm’ to his ‘reputation as a serious historian’. Taylor, incensed at Trevor-Roper’s misleadingly selective quotation said Trevor-Roper’s ‘methods … might all do harm to his reputation as a serious historian, if he had one.’


Although often belligerent and opinionated, academics are also famously reluctant to reach conclusions, citing the principle that ‘more research is required’ in order to forestall the energetic activity of jumping to conclusions.


Although often intellectually belligerent, academics are frequently reluctant to make up their minds. It is a nice paradox that a tribe so unwilling to take the exercise of jumping to conclusions should be such a rich source of idiotic opinions.


ACCOUNTANTS


Accountants are the most detested of the professions. Retrospection is their trade. The odour of sanctity is their style. They exchange style for caution and practise a timid sort of superiority. Growing slick and suave on bankruptcies and liquidations, they leach money the while from small businessmen. While in the United States business is run by lawyers (with the result that the 1993 contract to supply the White House with a new $25m switchboard ran to 12,000 pages) and in France ‘Administration’ is taught as a prestige post-graduate subject, in Britain the professional manager is an accountant. One consequence of this is that British industry is run by individuals whose mental furniture is arranged in short-term displays. If you have been trained to construe all human endeavour in terms of annual budgets, cashflows, audits, balances, and annual profits and losses you may not have the necessary speculative intelligence to invest in daring ideas.


This conservatism is enshrined in Britain in the Institute of Chartered Accountants’ Guide to Professional Ethics which insists on ‘integrity’ which it defines as actions uncorrupted by self-interest or truth. But, as Picasso—one of the truly turbulent creative geniuses—said, great artists don’t borrow, they steal. As for fair-dealing, creative types prefer unfair dealing. There is a demand for ‘objectivity’, defined as ‘the state of mind which has regard to all considerations relevant to the task in hand, but no other’ which excludes the possibility of uninhibited free-thinking. On expertise it says ‘… a member should undertake professional work only where he has the necessary competence required’. This inhibits daring innovation. Risk-taking, tolerance of error, are all necessary to creativity. Picasso said he was always doing what he did not know how to do to find out how to do it. Yet it was the same spirit which brought us the modern city, the modern state, science.


And the bourgeois mentality also gave rise to the professional accountant. Renaissance rationalism demanded order in business practices. So it is depressing to compare the banality of the modern accountant with the richness of his intellectual inheritance. Perhaps the first modern book of accountancy was the Liber Abaci, a study of the abacus, of 1202 by the Pisan mathematician, Leonardo Fibonacci. At about the same time in Germany, the very first ledgers were being kept: the increasing complexity of international trade made it necessary methodically to record transactions, while hitherto it had been the habit of merchants merely to stick notes of trades onto their walls.


The great intellectual breakthrough which gave rise to modern accounting was double-entry bookkeeping (partita doppia in Italian, doppelte Buchhandlung in German) a simple procedural innovation which allowed immediate understanding of assets and liabilities, an essential concept in the development of capitalism, comparable in its way to the discovery of gravitation or the circulation of the blood. The techniques of double-entry bookkeeping had been established by Cotrugli in his Della Mercatura (1458) but it was another mathematician, the Franciscan friar, Fra Luca Pacioli, a friend of the painter Piero della Francesca, who refined them. Pacioli, an adept of sacred geometry, dealt with book-keeping in his Summa di arithmetica, geometria, proportioni e proportionalità (1494).


While there are more than one hundred thousand accountants in Britain there is no working definition of the profession: anyone can call himself an accountant, although few people would wish to do so.


ADVERTISING


Advertising is one of the great cultural forms which distinguishes the twentieth century. In the sense that advertising helps mould and project and define popular expectations of life it can be compared to art. The child psychiatrist Bruno Bettelheim said, in Recollections and Reflections (1990), that advertising is a ‘part of the literature to which the child is exposed earliest’. While it may not be the oldest profession, a remark by John Hegarty, one of Britain’s leading exponents, that ‘I’m just a tart’ does offer another less charitable perspective. The well-known art director Lester Bookbinder described the creative director’s role in advertising as ‘turning crap into mediocrity’, perhaps an unconscious reference to the philosopher George Santayana’s view that the purpose of advertising was to make ‘the worse appear the better’.


Nonetheless, the groundswell of opinion suggests that advertisers do not, on the whole, sell themselves well. In 1887 Henry Ward Beecher wrote in his Proverbs from a Plymouth Pulpit that ‘The advertisements in a newspaper are more full of knowledge in respect to what is going on in a state or community than the editorial columns are’. Yet to George Orwell, advertising was ‘the rattle of the stick in the swill bucket’. Baudelaire said ads were ‘nausea’. Paul Valéry believed advertising had ‘annihilated the power of the most powerful adjectives’. But the most articulate early attack on advertising came from the Arts and Crafts poet, illustrator and upholsterer, William Morris, whose 1896 polemic against the pernicious spread of billboards across hitherto unspoilt (and poor) countryside was presented as a paradigm of the ruination which industrialised processes did to Nature. Ogden Nash had the same notion, but expressed it more humorously in his poem ‘Song of the Open Road’ (1929):








I think that I shall never see


A billboard lovely as a tree


Indeed, unless the billboards fall


I’ll never see a tree at all.











The best book about advertising, the one that describes the evolution from primitive claims to the more sophisticated and manipulative imagery we enjoy today, was Rosser Reeves’ Reality in Advertising (1961). This is the source of the handy notion ‘Unique Selling Proposition’, used to good effect for the purposes of this book.


AFRICA


When John Lok discovered Africa in 1562 he found a country with ‘A people of beastly living, without a God, lawe, religion … whose women are common for they contract no matrimonie, neither have respect to chastitie … whose inhabitants dwell in caves and dennes for these are their houses and the flesh of serpents their meat … They have no speech, but rather a grinning and chattering.’ ‘There are‘, he helpfully added ‘people without heads, having their eyes and mouths in their breasts’.


This is not true, although echoes remain. In the thirties, Nazi aesthetes were so alarmed at the disruptive energy of modern art with its direct line to primordial African sources of energy that they organised a huge ‘Entartete Kunst’ (Degenerate Art) exhibition where the test of depravity was the extent to which painters and sculptors appeared to be African. Equally, the ‘Kunstbolschewismus’ of modern architecture reviled by the Nazis had a partial source in Africa: the light-shade chiaroscuro of sunlit North African vernacular buildings was certainly an influence on Le Corbusier and in his influential book, Architecture without Architects, Bernard Rudofsky drew the attention of a generation of architects to the dramatic purity of form of ‘primitive’ structures. 


AMERICAN ENGLISH


‘Unselected rollback to idle’ is American English for an aircraft engine failure. The greatest medium for intellectual and personal exchange, American English is even more adaptive than British English, itself a mongrel language. American English is also more inconsistent than British English. It can receive new words even more directly.


American English has gone through a series of influences. First was Puritanism. The same taste for piety that made them board the Mayflower in the first place also inspired the Puritans to a severe strictness with language, an influence which lasted well into the nineteenth century and culminated in Noah Webster’s expurgated Bible of 1833. Soon there followed a completely different influence, the Industrial Revolution with its new vocabulary and the stimulus of social mobility. Waves of immigration then provided further innovations.


The poet Walt Whitman, not quite, but nearly, a national figure, inspired great breadth in American English literature by broadening the subject matter of his poetry. Then followed Hollywood, radio and television. These new communications media brought with them new influences, new attitudes and soon new words. As language is perhaps the most accurate reflection of a nation’s preoccupations, comparisons to British and American English are cruelly revealing of local foibles.


You can make a fascinating cross-cultural comparison by looking at words that have been invented over the past two hundred years. The first list is a sample of British inventions (with the name of the person responsible in brackets) International (Bentham), Intensity (Boyle), Hallucination (Sir Thomas Browne), Diplomacy (Burke), Propriety (Mrs Burney), Bored (Byron), Captain of Industry (Carlyle), Picnic (Chesterfield), Pessimism (Coleridge), Agnostic (Huxley), Literature (Johnson), Gloom (Milton), Gruesome (Scott), Fairy Tale (Tennyson).


Words invented in British English have the function of describing either literary moods or political ideas. The inventions of words in American English on the other hand often have their source in some form of expertise. Wherever, American English has a marked tendency to complexity. Thus, a turkey sandwich is described as ‘Roast free range Rhode Island turkey with caramelised Vidalia onions and basil on a toasted baguette.’ In Britain, topographic and gastronomic references create a pretentious complication intended to excite favourable anticipations of sophistication. Alternatively, American English as the language of a culture specially dependent on technology has evolved various sesquipedalian expressions to defuse bad news about machinery which, if more expressive or less wayward, would be alarming. Thus ‘Houston, we have a problem’ is a nice understatement.


Americans, under the continuing influence of Puritanism, also tend to favour the euphemism more than the British. These take a number of forms fascinatingly revealing of American obsessions. For instance, borrowing from classical languages confers a specious dignity. Thus micturition is American for ‘pee’ (urine). The same effect can be achieved by a lordly aggrandising and enlarging of terms, thus ‘solid human waste’ for shit. And then there is the cute tendency for diminution, as when ‘hind end’ (i.e. bum) becomes ‘heinie’.


But it is in the area of technology and technically inspired terms, often related to war, that American English has so richly extended the limitations of the mother tongue. Thus, a retreat becomes ‘exfiltration’. ‘Climactic disturbances at the air-sea interface’ means heavy waves. ‘This entry is in the early states of finalisation’ which means unfinished. Lately, computer terminology has further enriched the language. Acronyms are also a rich and evocative source of novelty: DGZ means ‘desired ground zero’, a complicated way of saying ‘target’. ROM, meaning ‘Read Only Memory’, a technical term for a simple-minded electronic component, has acquired a useful metaphorical function as a description of an individual of small intelligence.


ARCHITECTS




He stood naked at the edge of the cliff. The lake far below him. A frozen explosion of granite burst in flight to the sky over motionless water. The water seemed immovable, the stone flowing. The stone had the stillness of one brief moment in battle when thrust meets thrust and the currents are held in a pause more dynamic than motion. The stone glowed, wet with sunrays.





Prose does not come any more purple than the opening passage of The Fountainhead, Ayn Rand’s 1947 novel about Howard Roark, a headstrong, visionary architect. When Warner Brothers made the movie two years later, Gary Cooper was cemented in the lead role. Studio publicity shots show him staring with steel beam rigidity at some utopian objective, his cantilevered jaw a symbol of moral resolution. Rand was the founder of the self-help ‘philosophy’, Objectivism, and it seemed natural for her to cast an architect as a Leader of Society.


Interestingly, the progress of any civilisation can be calibrated by the founding of the professions. The chronology betrays status: first came the barristers in the fifteenth century and they are still on top of the pile. Then came physicians in 1518; solicitors in 1739 and surgeons in 1745. Architecture only became a recognised profession in 1834 when the Institute of British Architects was established. This was forty three years after the Royal Veterinary College … Perhaps naturally for the British, our esteem for specialists who treat ringworm or hardpad is greater than that for the specialists who build cathedrals and universities. In terms of professional pedigree, architects can only lord it over chemists (1841), actuaries (1848) and dentists (1855).


While the other professions grew out of the clergy, buildings were needed before any church was established, thus architecture does have a claim to being the oldest profession. In Freemasonic ritual God is called the chief architect of the Universe, a vocation that is hard to ignore. While no one is ready to forego the advantages of living in buildings, it is astonishing how much opprobrium the architect attracts. No other profession—with the possible exception of accountancy—is so generally despised.


Maybe as self-defence, the architect’s response to the gravity of his practical and cultural obligations has always been to assume the posture of Universal Genius. In The Fountainhead, Howard Roark tells his principal ‘I have nothing further to learn here’. The bravura world-view of the architect finds external expression in carefully nurtured images which the public often finds indigestible. Frank Lloyd Wright, who seems to have been the model for Howard Roark, had a weakness for suede underwear and dramatic headgear, and favoured a blue rinse. Today, the architect is likely to present himself either as a cool technocrat or a suave bohemian.


In either case great careers are made by a magnificent insistence on countenancing the needs of a client. Richard Rogers’ Lloyds Building in the City of London—indubitably a work of genius—was designed virtually in defiance of the tastes and requirements of the people who paid for and used the building. Equally, the practical, artistic and financial disaster that was the Millennium may in part be attributed to problems arising from the design of the Dome which, absurdly, pre-dated any plans for what to put in it.


ARISTOCRACY


Aristocracy, if you go back to the Greek, means government by the best of men. The word no longer has this meaning. Britain has an aristocracy in place of an intelligentsia. Its power is based on land tenure. The association of class with property has tended to make the aristocracy mean, almost as a defining characteristic. Like all privileged cliques, they have developed a language of their own. If Lord someone who owns 100,000 acres in Scotland is heard hissing ‘DCSC’ across the dinner table he is communicating the ungenerous message ‘Don’t carve second chicken’. Lord Caldecott was said to be able to carve a grouse for twelve. Secondly, despite their affable nature and their disclaimers about privilege, aristocrats are exclusive and use codes of behaviour to maintain that exclusivity. In his marvellous book about snobbery, P.N. Furbank offers the following mind-bender; ‘Lord Beauchamp thought it middle class not to decant champagne.’ These minutiae are full of revelatory detail. The fishknife, an invention of High Victorian middle-class gentility, is reviled by aristocrats. In his autobiography, Well, I forget the rest (1991) Quentin Crewe says his mother had never even seen a fishknife until her second marriage. The Duchess of Devonshire, Nancy Mitford’s sister, explained that it was vulgar to comment on food or art. This systematic and entrenched refusal to embrace the life of the mind is a defining characteristic of the aristocrat. The unreflecting tribal prejudices of the aristocracy do not encourage the athletic life of the mind that leads to the creation of original opinions.


ART


According to E.H. Gombrich, ‘There is no such thing as art … only artists’.


AVANT-GARDE


It is a beguiling paradox that nowadays there are few things more passé than the avant-garde. An expression once used to give cachet to the expeditionary forces of art, the avant-garde belongs to that period when culture was a battlefield. When artists were busy throwing pots of paint in the public’s face, creativity could be quantified by capitalising on offence—hence the appropriateness of the nom-de-guerre for the shock troops. When outrage was a measure of freshness, a talent to distress was confused with the ability to enlighten. Nowadays we get our outrage and our distress elsewhere, in newsagents, traffic and on the street.


Yet, redundant and bereft of meaning, we are still living with the afterlife of the avant-garde: the idea that art has leaders and followers imposed a structure on our imaginations which has been difficult to shift. During the nineteenth century, the growth of mass consumption undermined the notion that art was meant to cause delight. Culture was not a consensus, but instead actually represented opposition to the tastes of the booming marketplace. Stripped of their public, artists did not know whether they were meant to be leaders or outsiders, creators or conformists.


The conflict is expressed by the classicist Charles Percier: ‘The true perfection of every art consists less in the discovery of unknown things than in the judicious use of those elements already sanctioned by custom and taste.’ Contrast this with Baudelaire’s opinion that ‘The chief task of genius is precisely to invent a stereotype.’


The avant-garde artist aimed to ‘épater les bourgeois’. This was exactly what Albert Jarry did when he shocked the audience at the first performance of his play ‘Ubu Roi’ with the opening line ‘… Merde!’ It is perhaps a measure of the durability of the avant-garde that nowadays this is all that is remembered of Jarry’s script.


BATHROOM


The idea of cleanliness being next to Godliness does not have the sanction of history. Indeed, for long periods the Catholic Church was passionately opposed to bathing since it was thought to excite sexual appetites and to cater to an unseemly vanity. In his Ad Eustochium Virginem (For the Virgin of Eustoch), St Jerome says ‘Dicens munditiam corporis atque vestitus animae esse immunditiam—The purity of the body and its garments mean impurity of the soul’. Between the Fall of Rome and the early modern period, the habit for bathing was all but forgotten in Europe. Consequently, the rules of the great Burgundian abbey at Cluny called for no more than three towels to cater for the needs of the entire community. One for the novices, one for the professed and one for the lay brothers. Monks generally took two baths a year. As late as the end of the seventeenth century, Madame de Mazarin, having entered the convent at Vistandines, expressed a modest desire to wash her feet. She was reproved as immodest by the abbess and her request firmly denied.


The progress of the bathroom from being a closet for intimate ablutions, to be dealt with surreptitiously and without ritual or ceremony, to a showpiece—occasionally for entertaining—has consequently been slow. Yet there has never been any doubt that the provision of hygiene has always been a mark of civilisation. In his landmark book about the history of manners, Moeurs Intimes du Passé (1909), August Cabanès says formalised bathing is ‘un de ces besoins instinctifs commandés par la nature—one of those instinctive needs ordained by nature’.


For this reason the bathroom has a political character. A bolshevik once remarked that there could not be any revolution in the United States as the citizens were too clean. ‘You can’t feel revolutionary in a bathroom’, he reluctantly conceded. But you can feel a lot of other things, embarrassment being the most familiar and the least fortunate. A unique set of verbal evasions—smallest room, the geography—are evidence of the bathroom’s symbolic importance in our lives. The bathroom is the necessity we like best to avoid. In American English, ‘bathroom’ is a euphemism for lavatory.


This anxiety about bodily functions goes very deep in Western culture. It is not, as one might assume, simply a trait of sexually repressed Anglo-Saxons. Even Greeks vaguely refer to the lavatory as ‘to menos—the place’. The oldest term in English is ‘privy’, immediately suggestive of seclusion and intimacy, just like (water) closet. Havelock Ellis explained in his monumental Studies in the Psychology of Sex (1900) the basis for the bathroom taboo:




Careful study of the nuances of taboo shows that it lessens in proportion to the distance of the part of the body in question from any part of the body possessed by even secondary sexual functions … It is this anatomical proximity which has imposed a much stricter verbal taboo upon going to the lavatory than, for example, upon cleaning the teeth or cutting the nails, both of them operations which may be referred to, but not performed, in public.





BEARDS


According to Justinus Valerianus Vannetti, Barbalogia (1760), Adam was born with a beard, but not—according to the great European pictorial tradition—with pubic hair. Hairiness has been related to strength since the Greeks, although Alexander the Great did insist that his soldiers were clean shaven lest the beard might serve as handles for the enemy (rather as it is sometimes held that muttonchop whiskers—bugger’s grips—may facilitate successful male intercourse). Since it is a sign of masculine dignity and strength, man’s chief secondary sexual attribute, an assault on the beard is impudent, hence the English expression ‘to beard’ someone means to tease or contradict. However, in French ‘être barbant’ means ‘to be boring’—‘La barbe!’ means what-a-bore! Facial hair has almost always attracted opprobrium: our term ‘bigot’ seems to be derived from the Spanish bigote for moustache, thence into Norman as bigoz meaning people with hairy faces. In an article in the Annales d’Hygiene Publique (June, 1894) J. Voisin established as a matter of public record what a great many people already felt to be established by custom and observation: a statistically significant link between hairiness and idiocy.




*





BEAUTY


Beauty—a richly laden word—is the central issue in aesthetics. To the ancients, beauty was the external expression of internal virtue. Beauty had a moral character: ugly people are bad. But, of course, not only is beauty skin deep, it is notoriously fragile and elusive. Virgil says ‘O, pretty boy, don’t trust your looks’. In the medieval period beauty was construed to be an expression of the Divine. An old text by Albertus Magnus, but usually attributed to St Thomas Aquinas under the title De Pulchro et Bono (About Beauty and Goodness) contains the quintessential medieval definition of beauty:




A resplendence of form, whether in the duly-ordered parts of material objects, or in men, or in actions.





And beauty is culturally relative, an inspiration to a bewildering host of vegetable metaphors. Malays want women’s cheeks to resemble a slice of mango and the nose a jasmine bud. The Japanese say a face should look like a melon seed. Old Testament Jews, according to The Song of Songs, wanted a women with a ‘belly like a heap of wheat’ and ‘breasts like two fawns’. Arab authors praise blackness of hair and eyes, but the Troubadours want skin as white as milk. We call women we like ‘honey’.


But all polemic is alive with wriggling half-truths. The fact is—in any era—ideals of beauty are shared, not imposed. Female beauty is the expression of the beliefs of an entire school of thought, not just the boys’ dormitory. A common acceptance of aesthetic principles is one of the most telling expressions of any culture. Anthropologists believe that shared feelings about beauty arose from the Darwinian principles of selection, since being good looking in the sexual sense was a primary survival characteristic, but our real interest in beauty rests in the desire to take pleasure from other people’s presence. In any age the search for beauty involves people of each sex trying to define what is generally pleasing.


The French have a saying that you must suffer to be beautiful. The ‘beau laid—beautiful ugly’.


BEER


Beer has always been uncouth, though it is structurally more complicated than wine. While grapes naturally contain tasty sugars and acids, the starches in the grains that make up beer are tasteless. Because it is such a powerful energy source and therefore voluminous and very filling, beer is an unsuitable accompaniment to food. Its use is therefore restricted to those bent on achieving a flatulent sort of stupefaction.


Beer was a by-product of bread in the ancient world. It has been argued that the discovery that mashed grain made a pleasing alcoholic drink was the source of agriculture itself. Baked bread was broken up in water and allowed to ferment for a day or so. This disgusting mixture became so popular that in Greek legend Dionysos fled Mesopotamia because the local population became too addicted and aggressive. In pre-Conquest Peru a form of beer was made by chewing ground corn and letting the natural enzymes in human spit transform the starch into glucose. This primitive beer, known as Chicha, has not (yet) been exported.


Despite its popularity in Germany and Tenerife, beer was not always an exclusively proletarian drink. In his engraving Beer Street William Hogarth (1697–1764) suggests that beer, as opposed to gin (the subject of his notorious print, Gin Lane), was a healthful, even luxurious commodity—the drink of the prosperous yeoman, not the downtrodden, rejected and despised urban poor. Beer’s life-giving properties are also suggested by any number of eighteenth-century texts of which The Compleat Housewife (1753) is typical. This gives a recipe to promote fertility which contains strong ale, the spinal marrow of an ox, catmint, raisins, dates, nutmeg and orris. This might be the source of the claim made in Cottage Economy (1821) by William Cobbett that the English were engaged in a process of slow national poisoning through beer, an opinion which remains no less valid today.


BICYCLES


Once a bold invention of Victorian manufacturing, then a proletarian prosthetic, now the bicycle has a renaissance of use and a fresh set of meanings. Independence, companionship, hard exercise and fresh air. The movement in the nineteenth century which united Bernard Shaw, Gustav Jaeger, Edward Carpenter, Hilaire Belloc, H.G. Wells and other Fabian-socialist-Christian utopians tended to move on two wheels. Unlike the perfumed, mannered fin de siècle posturing of Oscar Wilde (the man with a green carnation), Shaw, Carpenter and Belloc were energetically un-decadent. It is impossible to summon up an image of Oscar Wilde pedalling down Tite Street. To Shaw’s circle the bicycle was a manifesto: a brilliant distillation of the laws of physics into a neat symbol of modern industrial civilisation.


BLACK


‘Black’ is lexicologically an extremely interesting word. The Oxford English Dictionary has forty-four columns of definition. In Old English there are two words tantalisingly close in spelling: blaec (meaning black) and blac (meaning pale). Blaec comes from the Teutonic blakan, meaning ‘to burn’. American radical blacks now want, in a complex inversion of sensibilities, to be known as ‘niggers’. In Latin, niger also meant ‘bad’ … Curiously, this sense has been preserved (if distorted) in ghetto language where ‘bad’ means ‘good’, as in ‘he is one bad ass’ which, in fact, means he is rather a good egg.


An American writer of the 1840s could say, without irony, that ‘the more pity I felt at the sight of this degraded and degenerate race the more … impossible it becomes for me to repress the feeling that they are not of the same blood as we are’. E.A. Freeman, Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford in 1884, said of the United States ‘This would be a fine land if only every Irishman would kill a negro and be hanged for it’. He went on that blacks were ‘hideous apes whom Darwin left unfinished.’


As Robert Penn Warren once pointed out, the danger in recognising the vast catalogue of injustice exercised on American blacks (now terminologically ‘African-Americans’) is a temptation towards sentimentality, or what James Baldwin called a ‘protective sentimentality’. In his landmark book, Notes of a Native Son (1955), Martin Luther King was aware of this and once remarked ‘You don’t have to love me to stop lynching me’.


America’s Noble Savage has been admired for his athletic prowess, his natural humour or for his soul, usually with a marked degree of (sometimes unconscious) condescension. In The Subterraneans Jack Kerouac has himself ‘wishing I were a Negro, feeling that the best the white world had afforded was not enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, joy, kicks, darkness, music, not enough night’.


When he was preparing the manuscript of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964), Roald Dahl had to agree that the Oompah-Loompahs were coloured orange so as to distance them from Afro-pygmies who were so clearly his model. Now research into the genetic character of IQ has to be pursued behind closed doors. A 1991 survey of black men in Baltimore between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five found that 56 per cent were either in prison, on probation or on parole. In 1994 Charles Murray (described by the windy New York Times as ‘the most dangerous conservative in America’) and Richard Herrnstein published their book The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class in American Life. Based on research sponsored by the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, it argued the taboo that intelligence is largely inherited and that, therefore, crime has a root in race.


Considerable disquiet exists among white men about the apparent advantage which the black man enjoys in respect of the size of his penis. There is no sound scientific basis for this. The latest phalloplethysmographical research shows that the average black penis is, in fact, only a little longer than the white version. This issue is discussed at appropriate length in Ronald Hyam’s Empire and Sexuality: the British experience (1991).


BORES


The malady of ennui is a result of the tragic human romance with knowledge. Voltaire says, in Sept discours en vers sur l’homme (1738), ‘le secret d’ennuyer est de dire tout—the success of boredom is to say all’. Ever since, economy has been a defining part of wit which might, itself, be described as the antidote to, or maybe just the opposite of, boredom itself. The gloomy religious polemicist Dean Inge said Joy was the opposite of Boredom.


It’s a commonplace that sufferers from boredom are often people with high expectations and low tolerance of themselves, as much as of others. To Schopenhauer, just as necessity was the scourge of the working classes, so ennui was the scourge of the educated ones. Dean Inge said the experience of boredom was a sure sign that ‘we are allowing our best faculties to rust in idleness’. Roland Barthes describes his own boredom at a dinner arising, he says, not out of the shortcomings of his hosts, but from his own uncertainty about how to communicate with them. He writes:




I slid down the slope of silence; impossible to catch hold of anything: I grew bored because I looked bored. In other words, boredom is a kind of hysteria.





For A.A. Milne, author of Winnie the Pooh, there were two classes of bore; ‘those who have their own particular subject and those who do not need a subject’. Coco Chanel sighed more existentially, ‘Passion always goes … boredom stays’.


The victim of a bore suffers tedium, a condition aptly defined by the cynical lexicographer Ambrose Bierce from the Latin mass Te Deum Laudamus in which ‘apparently natural derivation’ he said ‘there is something that saddens’.


On the condition, John Updike observed that ‘A healthy male adult bore consumes each year one and a half times his own weight in other people’s patience’ (Assorted Prose, 1965). It mainly occurs when someone is talking when you want to. Hence Ambrose Bierce defined a bore as ‘a person who talks when you want him to listen’. You should always listen to the opinions of others. It won’t do you any good, but it will them. Nonetheless—paraphrasing Dr Johnson—you should also never converse with someone who speaks more than he thinks. ‘The habit of common and continuous speech is a symptom of mental deficiency. It proceeds from not knowing what is going on in other people’s minds’ Walter Bagehot said in his Literary Studies (1879).


Politicians know most about the subject and Henry Kissinger said: ‘The advantage of being famous is that when you bore people, they think it’s their fault.’


CARS


Along with advertising, movies and rock music, the car is one of the most distinctive cultural forms of the twentieth century, one that contains a good deal of the age’s achievements, its longings and its bathos. The car is, according to the American satirist Sinclair Lewis (1885–1951), poetry and tragedy, love and heroism. A symbol of its age, the car as Roland Barthes (1915–80) remarked—not without irony—in his influential collection, Mythologies (1957), is our cathedral. The ecclesiastical metaphor is pursued by Martyn Goff in his novel, The Youngest Director (1984):




It was a glorious late autumn day in the age of the car. Men worshipped the long or short, wide or narrow, high or low metal monsters as they had once worshipped God. Sunday was their day instead of His; they were the means of social introduction and interchange instead of His house; they had become the badge of rank instead of the pew in His church.





The car is perhaps the definitive consumer product, certainly it is the one in which the greatest amount of art, design, semantics and marketing genius is invested. At General Motors in the fifties, Harley Earl spoke of the ‘dynamic economy’, something Vance Packard later stigmatised as ‘planned obsolescence’. A more charitable colleague of Earl’s said of the corporation’s annual model change ‘We haven’t depreciated these cars, we have appreciated your mind.’


The essence of the car’s appeal can be found in Henry Ford’s declaration that he had to invent the gasoline buggy to escape the mind-crushing tedium of life on a Midwest farm.


CELEBRITY


John Updike thinks celebrity is a mask that eats the face. It is as bad for business as it is for one’s countenance. An American academic called Jim Collins found in a study of 1435 US corporations that there was a negative correlation between media exposure of the CEO and company performance. 


CHAMPAGNE


Madame Bollinger explained: ‘I drink it when I’m happy and when I’m sad. Sometimes I drink it when I’m alone. When I have company I consider it obligatory. I trifle with it if I’m not hungry and drink it when I am. Otherwise, I never touch it—unless I’m thirsty.’ In ‘La Côte Basque’ (Answered Prayers, 1986) Truman Capote has a superb description of the taste of Roederer’s Cristal, more recently the favourite tipple of gangsta rappers: ‘A pale blaze, a chilled fire of such prickly dryness that, swallowed, seems not to have been swallowed at all, but instead to have been turned to vapours on the tongue and burned there to one damp sweet ash’.


CHANGE


‘Nothing is permanent except change’ was Heraclitus’ view of the world, or one of them. This condition of continuous change is what defines cultural activity. The very word ‘culture’ suggests growth and evolution. In this constant progress there is, of course, also a sense of melancholy.


In his 1905 essay on infant sexuality, Freud explained that children, especially boys, get particular excitation from sensations of movement, possibly a source of the engine-driver fantasy young males have in the modern age. Speed is our most familiar experience of change and speed defines the twentieth-century experience.


Specialists in sport medicine understand the effects which velocity and, more important, rapid changes in velocity can have. Severe acceleration leads to a complete lack of vision (black-out), or restricted vision (grey-out).


On the way to black or grey, heart-rate always increases under the effect of positive g-loadings and researchers have found that racing drivers’ pulses are often in the 160+ range. The normal rate is nearer 70. In acceleration—as blood pools in the legs—less is delivered to the heart and, what with one thing or another, you feel high.


Such is the fascination of speed that marketing men (and not just in the automobile industry) have made it their business to equate speed with success, thereby creating as a by-product one of the most enduring and least endearing myths of the century: the contribution of owning a fast car to personal aggregates of sexual activity.




*





CHIC


‘Chic’—like ‘la mode’, ‘avant-garde’ or ‘retardataire’—is a marvellous French term that untranslatably conveys a special meaning about material style or personal deportment. Literally, artistic skill and dexterity, it suggests unforced elegance, a natural inclination towards stylish grace. It is too hard to try and get it.


CLASS


Snobbery is a graduated conception of one’s fellows, according to Oxford character Geoffrey Madan (who believed mere use of the words ‘vision’ and ‘supremely’ were infallible signs of the uneducated). Snobbery is a deprecatory synonym for distinction.


The old view was that ‘There is not the slightest doubt that whatever tests of physical and mental proficiency are chosen, the children of the upper and middle classes are intrinsically far better endowed than the children of unskilled labourers’.


This opinion, which belongs to Dean Inge (Wit and Wisdom, 1927), attributes greater endowments to, say, an upper-class It-girl such as Tara Palmer-Tomkinson than the composer Ludwig van Beethoven.


CLASSICISM


To John Ruskin, classicism in architecture was not much better than the work of the devil. He described St Peter’s, seat of the Vicar of Christ, as ‘fit for nothing but a ballroom and it is a little too gaudy even for that’.


COCKTAIL


Cocktails are raffish. In John Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga we know that Montague Dartie is a cad, a spendthrift and generally unreliable when we find him indulging in a cocktail on that day in 1903 when Queen Victoria’s funeral cortège passes his club.


Now the mood has changed, but cocktails retain a strong symbolic character: they are fixed in the Anglo-Saxon imagination as tokens of pleasure, celebration and gaiety.


The etymology of the word cocktail is curious. In the eighteenth century beer that was too fresh was known as a cocktail; this might in turn have its roots in the equine world. In stock-breeding, the term was applied to a horse of impure blood which is to say a mixture, almost an antonym of thoroughbred. Thoroughbreds had full tails, but these bastard beasts had their tails docked. A character in Thackeray says ‘I can’t afford a thoroughbred and hate a cocktail’.


By extension, cocktail suggested a man who was not quite a gentleman. Applied to a drink, the word may have a rather different source. There is a small, eccentric school which believes the word may derive from Xochitl, an Aztec princess who in pursuit of romance beguiled her king with a liquid concoction of her own invention (apparently with successful results). Perhaps less unlikely, in Bordeaux, a coqutel was a mixed drink and this term may have passed into English via French officers serving in Washington’s Army in the American War of Independence.


In the contemporary sense cocktail first appeared in print in the United States in 1806 as the name of a mixed drink containing any spirit, sugar, water and bitters. By 1845 it was a published term: in Henry Didimus’ New Orleans as I Found It, ‘cocktail’ describes brandy with bitters, drunk by the great Times journalist Sir William Howard Russell before breakfast.


The vogue for cocktails in the 1920s has often been described, but rarely analysed. Certainly, it was fundamental to the rehabilitation of gin. In his play, The Cocktail Party (1950), T.S. Eliot turns it into a mysterious rite. That they were such a delicious source of mockery for Evelyn Waugh is vivid proof of their popularity.


COFFEE


Drinking coffee is, according to modish Italian intellectual Piero Camporesi, ‘an act of social promotion’.


Classical civilisation was based on wine and the Greeks invented a god to promote it. The Persian poets, too, write beguilingly of wine and its place in the theatre of love. But after the military and intellectual conquests of Islam, the Middle Eastern people were under firm encouragement to abandon drink. As a consequence, the status of coffee rose rapidly. Our word coffee derives from kahweh, Arabic for wine, but the effects of the two beverages are different: while alcohol is a narcotic which encourages sleep, coffee is a stimulant which encourages wakefulness.


According to Persian legend, Muhammed was one day in a state of unnatural somnolence when the Angel Gabriel came to him, offering relief with a brew, as black as the sacred Kaaba in Mecca. This was coffee, the ‘wine of Islam’, and from Muhammed’s first sip we were endowed with a magical force unknown to antiquity.


The other account of the discovery of coffee is more prosaic, but perhaps more likely to have a basis in reality, since it concerns goat droppings. The French gastronomist Brillat-Savarin (1755–1826) said that coffee was discovered by a goatherd, who noticed ‘a strange restlessness and hilarity in his flock whenever they browsed on coffee-berries.’ Anthropologists might argue that it is the similarity between roast coffee-berries and goat dung that formed a bridge in our minds, giving rise to the fable. Brillat-Savarin also claimed that the ‘extreme cerebral excitation’ evident in Voltaire is attributable to his coffee addiction, a condition so extreme that Dumas described it as abuse.


Coffee is a socially acceptable drug, a powerful intoxicant. Our addiction can be attributed to the power of trimethyloxypurin, the active ingredient of caffeine, first isolated by a German chemist named Ferdinand Runge, in 1820. Trimethyloxypurin not only excites the familiar sense of ecstasy but also promotes peristalsis, diuresis and excites the respiratory centre of the medulla oblongata (brain stem). It also tends to remedy hangovers, contracting those very cranial arteries which alcohol so painfully expands.


CONCEPTUAL ART


Conceptual art was the invention of Marcel Duchamp, although he did not use the term. Duchamp was either a stylish, punning, enigmatic intellect or a mischievous fraud. It was Duchamp’s ‘ready-made’ (the bottle drier, the urinal, the snow shovel) that laid the basis for acceptance of conceptual art today. Duchamp was dismissive of skill and finish, although he dodged the issue of whether a ready-made had to be on public display before it became art. ‘It is not the idea of a work of art at all, it’s the idea that it was chosen.’


The term may have been coined by American artist Sol Le Witt who believed ‘the idea becomes a machine that makes the art’. Le Witt himself did not stay on high ground for long. By the early nineties he was designing perfume packaging.


An eloquent condemnation of conceptual art was Adolf Hitler’s, who knew a few things on painting. At the opening of the infamous Degenerate Art Exhibition in Munich in 1937 Hitler said:




In this hour I affirm my unalterable resolve here, as in the realm of political confusion, to clear out all the claptrap from artistic life in Germany. ‘Works of art’ that are not capable of being understood in themselves but need some pretentious instruction book to justify their existence—until at long last they find someone sufficiently browbeaten to endure such stupid or impudent twaddle with patience—will never again find their way to the German people! … From now on we are going to wage a merciless war of destruction against the last remaining elements of cultural disintegration.





The real problem with conceptual art is that the concepts are often so  paltry.


CONSUMERISM


It is amusing that ‘consume’ was first used pejoratively, as when someone was consumed by disease or fire. Nowadays, consumerism is held in some quarters to be malign in itself, a symptom of the malaise of industrialised capitalist societies. Of course, the word itself has associations of waste and squandering as early as the fifteenth century. Only latterly French and German social scientists (consuming their word processors) have picked on the idea of consumption as a suitable area for obscurantist theorising.


The term was made current by pioneer social scientist, Beatrice Webb. A recent example of the mumbo-jumbo spoken of it comes from Jean Baudrillard, a French academic given to preparing diagrams showing the conceptual relationship between the early songs of Petula Clark and the Régie Autonome de Transports de Paris. Baudrillard writes, unforgettably:




The truth about consumption is that it is a function of production and not a function of pleasure … [it] is the equivalent and the extension, in the twentieth century of the great indoctrination of rural populations into industrial labour, which occurred throughout the nineteenth century.





CONSERVATISM


The term conservative appeared originally in print in The Quarterly Review for January 1830 as a ‘modern’ alternative to the term Tory. Conservatism used to suggest an absolutely unfettered right for everyone to remain exactly where they were. To Ambrose Bierce a conservative was a statesman enamoured of existing evils, as opposed to a liberal who wishes to replace them with others.


It is often said, probably quite correctly, that we are all most conservative about the subjects we know best. By the same reasoning, it is often easy to be daringly original about a subject of which one is magnificently ignorant.


The paradox of the Conservative world-view was beautifully expressed by Lampedusa in The Leopard: ‘If you want things to stay the same, they are going to have to change’.


CORNY


The expression ‘corny’ arose out of the prevalence of corn among the diet of simple countryfolk in the United States. By the early nineteenth century it had begun to acquire negative associations with poor rural whites and blacks and the simplistic wisdoms and hackneyed truths associated with them. There are records that Nebraskans were known as cornhuskers in the 1870s and soon after the word ‘corn’ began to suggest embarrassing sentiment or banality. Quite the opposite of originality, it may be the Anglo-American equivalent of the concept Flaubert found most trying about idiocy—though he would have found the term itself repugnant.
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