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This book is dedicated to the memory of my brother, Louis Howard Parsons, who was in many respects a guide and mentor for me, and of whose wit and wisdom I and my family have been prematurely deprived.


Was? keine Frist willst du mir geben


Und überfällst eins ungewarnt


Gar mitten drin im besten Leben?




The English [word] guide is merely borrowed from the French guider, and the French guider begins with a gu, which regularly represents a Teutonic w. Guider represents a derivative from a Teutonic base wit-, which is preserved with sufficient clearness in the Old Saxon verb witan, to pay heed to. The idea of ‘seeing to’ led to that of ‘to watch over, to direct, to guide’. The Middle English witen had a similar sense, as in the Ancren Riwle [c. 1200]: ‘The vif wittes, that witeth the heorte also wakemen’ (‘The five senses which watch over the heart like watchmen’).


Walter Skeat, Notes and Queries, 10th ser.(4 July, 1908), vol. 10, pp. 13–14.


The old [travel and guidebooks] teach us not to be too arrogant and cocksure in our judgements. We too shall be foolish in our turn.


Aldous Huxley
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Introduction


A large part of travelling is an engagement of the ego against the world. The world is hydra-headed, as old as the rocks and as changing as the sea . . . the ego wants to arrive at places safely and on time.


(Sybille Bedford, Esquire, 1964)


‘HOW TO USE THIS BOOK’



At the beginning of the second chapter (‘Santa Croce without Baedeker’) of E.M. Forster’s A Room with a View (1908), Lucy Honeychurch enters the famous Florentine church after being abandoned by her companion for the day, who has also run off with her Baedeker. As it turns out, crossing the church’s threshold at a moment when she is physically and mentally unchaperoned is a first step towards a new life for the novel’s heroine. It heralds a rite of passage and sets in motion a chain of events that will determine her fate (or her marriage, which in the romantic novel is traditionally the same thing). Deprived of her cultural vade mecum, Lucy falls back on her own instincts, her state of mind hovering between cultural conformance and liberating defiance: ‘Of course it must be a wonderful building!’ she reflects on Santa Croce:




But how like a barn! And how very cold! Of course it contained frescoes by Giotto, in the presence of whose tactile values1 she was capable of feeling what was proper. But who was to tell her which they were? She walked about disdainfully, unwilling to be enthusiastic over monuments of uncertain authorship or date. There was no one even to tell her which, of all the sepulchral slabs that paved the nave and transepts, was the one that was really beautiful, the one that had been most praised by Mr Ruskin.2





Since the novel was set in the present, Lucy would have been using the 1906 edition of Baedeker’s Handbook to Northern Italy, by then long established as the indispensable travel aid for the Bildungsbürgertum (the cultivated bourgeoisie), published in German from the 1830s and in English from the 1860s (the first edition of Northern Italy was in 1868). Together with John Murray’s famous Handbooks for Travellers, which likewise began to be published in the 1830s, Baedekers were the most respected European guidebooks up to the First World War, at least for English- and German-speaking travellers. Forster was on record as admiring these books (he says as much in the Introduction to his own celebrated Guide to Alexandria); his irony is directed at their misuse as a surrogate for thought and a dampener of spontaneity. Their aspirations to objectivity, accuracy and thoroughness were things he could respect without deceiving himself that they could substitute for the reality that lay beyond their brief. Writing to his Classics tutor in 1901, he had remarked: ‘the orthodox Baedeker-bestarred Italy – which is all that I have yet seen – delights me so much that I can well afford to leave the Italian Italy for another time.’3


This slightly self-mocking observation by Forster suggests a question that otherwise might hardly seem worth asking, namely, what are guidebooks actually for? The question, of course, is related to the far broader issues of why we travel round the sights and what we hope to gain from the inconvenience and intellectual effort that are inseparable from sightseeing. ‘Fancy crossing the Atlantic,’ writes Evelyn Waugh in a description of a package tour to Egyptian Memphis that he shared with Americans, ‘fancy enduring all these extremities of discomfort and exertion; fancy spending all this money to see a hole in the sand where, three thousand years ago, a foreign race whose motives must for ever remain inexplicable, interred the carcases of twenty-one bulls!’ Over the eighteen or so centuries in which it has existed as a recognisable genre, the guidebook has made it its business to explain to the sceptic and enthusiast alike, to the willing or merely dutiful traveller, exactly why Waugh’s bull carcasses (or for that matter the Mona Lisa) are indeed ‘worth the detour’. And in performing this function, it has also instinctively reflected a series of slowly or swiftly maturing cultural turns. To put it another way, ‘what is sacred in one era becomes a curiosity in another; and later, it turns into art’.4


The present work follows a narrative thread that runs from the guidebook’s sources in antiquity up to the present. The focus of this narrative is on the cultural and social influences that moulded the development of guidebooks, the motives of those who wrote them, and the influence they had on their consumers. By taking a closer look not only at the contents of such books, but also at their compilers and authors, as well as their potential readers, I hope I have been able to supply some fresh insights to those available in the already voluminous literature on travel. Our choice of guidebook, and the ways in which we choose to use one (dutifully, with scepticism, with blind obedience, or even with mockery), reveal a good deal about us and the cultural attitudes we instinctively subscribe to.


A WHITE STICK THAT TALKS: THE GUIDEBOOK AS COMPANION, ENABLER, PROVOCATION



At its best, the guidebook has fulfilled the function of a benevolent, assiduous and not unsophisticated cicerone, one who talks up his theme but avoids talking down to his readers. This stance has allowed it to be an effective intermediary between the high ground of cultural aspiration and the low ground of vulgar curiosity. Although the classic guidebook of the type that was founded and flourished in the nineteenth century was substantially written in a mode that might appear didactic, or at times even apodeictic, it also implied a space for its users to fill with their own (now better informed) reactions. As the great founder of the Baedeker dynasty made clear, whether or not the guide sounded a bit like a schoolmaster, its aim was to be a helpful and tactful companion. While it explicitly demanded good standards of behaviour from the host country towards its tourist protégé(e) s, it also implicitly demanded from those protégé(e)s that they should leave their chauvinism at home and proceed with an attentive and open mind.


My first theme, therefore, concerns the heuristic quality of guidebooks, as agents of inspiration, rather than mere compendia of facts à la Thomas Gradgrind. The novelist Arnold Bennett, who was travelling in Italy in 1910, explains in his Florentine Journal how he used his guidebook both as mentor and as a challenge to look beyond its necessarily circumscribed vision: on 10 April he ‘went to the Bargello & did it with Baedeker fairly conscientiously!’ Later he ‘still followed the Baedeker & went to the Ch. La Badia’, then on to the Piazza Peruzzi, ‘which impressed me deeply, partly for its Gothic-ness, & partly because of the streets round it whose curves (Baedeker) show the lines of the old Roman amphitheatre’. By 19 April, however, he is branching out and developing his own method for sightseeing. ‘By dint of taking one room in the Uffizi and resolving to look at every picture in it without exception, I saw things I should never have seen otherwise. Including an Adam & Eve of Cranach, not specially remarked in Baedeker . . .’5


Now Bennett was famously unpretentious, both intellectually and culturally, with a refreshing lack of self-consciousness about the gaps in his knowledge. Nor did he pretend to a greater enthusiasm for artefacts than he actually felt (he also remarks, ‘I am as interested in “the principal shopping street” of a town as in its antiquities’). Baedeker was therefore his ideal companion, who, like a discreet adviser melting into the background when not required, was always on tap if needed. The guidebook’s enthusiasms or exclusions might not always be those of the reader, but they could still stimulate the latter to discover something ‘not specially remarked in Baedeker’.


Another novelist, Elizabeth Bowen, talks of being ‘unevenly receptive’ in Rome to what her ‘worthy’ guidebooks tell her, but confesses that without them her own narrative of the city would be impossible.6 The phrase ‘worthy guide-books’ is rather patronising, but the writers of guides are used to being patronised. Like Forster, the young Henry James could not resist poking fun at Ruskin’s Mornings in Florence, remarking in 1877 that ‘Nothing in fact is more comical than the familiar asperity of the author’s style and the pedagogic fashion in which he pushes and pulls his unhappy pupils about, jerking their heads towards this, rapping their knuckles for that . . . Instead of a place in which human responsibilities are lightened and suspended, he finds a region governed by a kind of Draconian legislation.’


Yet, as a recent editor of James’s Italian Hours has pointed out, the great stylist always carrried Ruskin’s volumes with him on his fourteen visits to Italy between 1869 and 1907. The same editor points out that James knew both his Murray and his Baedeker well, despite the scorn expressed for their stereotypic users in two early tales, ‘Travelling Companions’ and ‘At Isella’. And James also relied on the guides written by Augustus Hare, who ‘mediated between [the] practical efficiency [of Murray and Baedeker] and the sometimes furious impressionism of Ruskin’ by compiling extensive quotations from the more or less famous visitors who had described any given site in the past. ‘On the whole,’ writes James somewhat condescendingly in a review of Hare’s Days Near Rome, ‘we have not been disappointed . . . It was noticeable in the “Walks” that almost everyone who had written with any conspicuity about anything else in the world, had also written something about Rome that could be made to pass muster as an “extract”.’7


Elizabeth Bowen and Henry James share an attitude towards guidebooks that is part dismissive and part appreciative (Bowen speaks – felicitously – of the guide’s ability to ‘direct the imagination’ and praises the famous Touring Club Italiano’s Roma e dintorni). The relationship between the intellectual and his guidebook is often a prickly one, where the scholar’s vanity and scepticism are dangerously undermined by his or her need to imbibe knowledge, or at least information, from a mere hack. The classic nineteenth-century guidebook negotiated this problem with tact and generally sought to avoid pre-empting the reader’s subjective reactions by adopting a studiedly neutral and authoritative tone inherited from the scientific and scholarly discourse of the Enlightenment. The manner was inseparable from the matter, reinforcing the impression that the latter offered the most reliable facts from the best authorities. Naturally there were plenty of unconscious cultural assumptions lying behind this façade, but the illusion of impartiality based on scholarship was one in which both the compiler and the consumer were happy to connive. Ultimately, however, the guide was to be an aid to the reader’s emancipation from itself, the point vigorously made by Aldous Huxley in Along the Road. Less modest than Arnold Bennett, Huxley pronounces Baedeker a ‘learned, and alas, indispensable imbecile’, and complains of being sent ‘through the dust to see some nauseating Sodoma or drearily respectable Andrea del Sarto’. But he adds, ‘It is only after having scrupulously done what Baedeker commands, after having discovered the Baron’s lapses in taste, his artistic prejudices and antiquarian snobberies, that the tourist can compile the personal guide which is the only guide for him.’8


The heuristic tradition associated with the guidebook may be traced back through the guides written for the Grand Tour, and especially the serious-minded information-gathering of the Enlightenment (often with a strongly patriotic motive); these in turn grew out of the instructions to travellers, or ars apodemica (literally the ‘art of being away from home’, but generally rendered in modern languages as ‘the art of travel’) that were produced by the humanist scholars of the Renaissance. And it was Renaissance scholarship that forced a more critical attitude to the mixture of legend, ‘religious geography’, misconception and downright invention that was often muddled in with ascertainable facts in the earlier guidebooks for pilgrims. These in turn had represented a less scrupulous attitude to dealing with the raw material of guidebooks than is evident in Pausanias’ great guide to Greece written in the second century AD. Pausanias takes the validity of religious ritual and the reality of the gods as axiomatic, just as Renaissance guidebook writers were not concerned to disturb the cult of the martyrs. But he also describes the topography of Achaia with scrupulous accuracy and rigorously distinguishes between claims for which he believes there is good evidence and mere anecdote or sensationalism.


IDEOLOGICAL OBJECTIONS TO THE GUIDEBOOK



The most successful (and, by implication, culturally normative) guides of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have attracted brickbats from contemporary scholars and ideologues, who have tended to view them as exemplars of bourgeois complacency. Typically, the great guidebooks founded in the first half of the nineteenth century stand accused of doing what indeed they did best, namely reflecting the cultural aspirations and preoccupations of their (largely middle-class) target readership. Roland Barthes’s coruscating critique of the 1950s Guide Bleu is perhaps the most quoted denunciation of this type. From his aphoristic and witty polemic, the Guide Bleu’s discourse emerges as anachronistic, politically reactionary, divorced from the ‘real life’ of the land it describes (because of its exclusive interest in monuments), and inclined to essentialism or stereotypy. In short, says Barthes, the Guide Bleu ‘testifies to the futility of all analytical descriptions, those which reject both explanations and phenomenology: it answers in fact none of the questions which a modern traveller can ask himself while crossing a countryside which is real and which exists in time’ (emphasis in original).9


More will be said on the subject of political bias (witting and unwitting) in the final chapter of this book, but for now it should be sufficient to point out that Barthes’s disapproving tone dovetails with Forster’s distinction between the ‘Italian Italy’ and the ‘orthodox Baedeker-bestarred Italy’, the French scholar having added a radical left-wing spin that is strongly hostile to the middle class’s perception of itself. Thus (according to Barthes) the Guide Bleu ‘abides by a partly superseded bourgeois mythology’, ‘suppresses at one stroke the reality of the land and that of its people . . . accounts for nothing of the present, that is, nothing historical, and as a consequence, the monuments themselves become indecipherable, therefore senseless’. Furthermore, ‘through an operation common to all mystifications’, the Guide Bleu ‘does the very opposite of what it advertises’, becoming ‘an agent of blindness’.


This is a powerful, if sweeping, condemnation of a particular guidebook series in its dotage, a series that had a number of highly successful counterparts in Germany, Britain and elsewhere. Barthes’s irritation with the smug, pro-Franco tone of the particular Guide Bleu (to Spain) that he took as his ‘awful example’ may have led him to overstate his case. Looked at in the political context of their age, Baedekers, Murrays and Guides Bleus could be quite radical at times. Murray’s Handbooks (for example, that to Spain (1845) written by Richard Ford, which was radical and anti-Catholic) were not always and automatically conservative or establishment-oriented, even if a certain atrophy had set in by the twentieth century. After all, Murray had been the publisher of Byron! The approach that now appears fogeyish originally reflected a creditable attempt to rise above the partisan conflict of the day – although there were plenty of exceptions to this too, as when Baedeker roundly condemned the removal of the Elgin marbles from the Parthenon. But it would therefore be a mistake to dismiss all apparent attempts to generate more light than heat in respect of contentious issues as simply patronising or deceitful. Furthermore, the sheer volume of information in a Murray or a Baedeker precluded a narrowly essentialist response to the material, even if the overall tone of the works does indeed reflect the outlook of a particular cultural milieu whose intellectual underpinnings actually lie in the Enlightenment. Indeed, as Barthes himself goes on to stress, guidebooks that emerged during the Enlightenment itself did address some of those aspects of society (the judiciary and the penal system, the Paris morgue, institutions of learning and so on) that constituted at least an important framework for a society (if not a countryside) that was ‘real’ and existed ‘in time’.


A secondary point is that all the classic guides responded to the perceived needs and expectations of their nineteenth-century audience, even if the same needs and expectations seemed self-indulgent to a later generation recovering from the horrors of war and genocide. ‘It is social geography, town-planning, sociology, economics which outline the framework of the actual questions asked today even by the merest layman,’ writes Barthes in the 1950s. Well, maybe. Half a century on, ‘culture’ (loosely interpreted as anything from the Mona Lisa to a theme park) is back with a vengeance: most contemporary guides have even less about the important topics listed by Barthes than did Murray or Baedeker, or even the maligned Guide Bleu. It is true, however, that the authoritative essays on different aspects of the countries covered, which appeared in such guides, were almost invariably written from a historical perspective. Guidebook authors do sometimes resemble the mythical Oozlum bird, which is reputed to fly backwards: not knowing where it is going, it does like to know where it has been.10 ‘History’ lent enchantment to the scene, while the present-day inhabitants of the country and their living conditions were more likely to be brought to life incidentally in the context of the ‘Practical Information’ section, where of course they often appeared in an unflattering light.


And then there is the problem of the ‘real’ countryside, and indeed its ‘real’ inhabitants ‘existing in time’, from which we seem to be farther away than ever, with our pretty ‘heritage sites’, sanitised industrial museums and other quasi-make-believe representations of blood, sweat and toil. Actually the ‘real’ life of a country has always been available in a parallel genre to the guidebook, namely the unashamedly subjective one of travel writing, though of course reality emerges in different colours from the pens of different authors. A guidebook may be leavened with flashes of these subjective insights, but generally (as Baedeker himself observed) the classic guide saw its role as providing people with the tools to make themselves independent, physically of course as travellers, but also mentally – hence the distancing perspective of time and the tone of studied neutrality. The project may be illusory, but perhaps no more so than claiming to have discovered what is ‘real’ and exists ‘in time’: that discovery, too, unavoidably requires the assembly of ascertainable facts and the perilous task of interpreting them.


GUIDEBOOKS AS BAROMETERS OF TASTE



The second aspect of guidebooks to be looked at in some detail is their ability to reflect changes in taste. Until the triumph of bourgeois society in the nineteenth century, taste in food, fashion and the arts generally percolated downwards in society, from the aristocracy to the bourgeoisie. By the same token, the guides up to the eighteenth century broadly reflect the tastes and needs of the connoisseur, the antiquarian and the gentleman, while the great nineteenth-century ones reflect the tastes and interests of the Bildungsbürgertum. Underpinning both, of course, were changing perspectives in aesthetics, or new discoveries of scholars, the intellectual aristocracy whose judgements were concisely filtered through the guidebooks. Many of the guidebooks written for the Grand Tour were indeed written by learned men, usually those who had acted in loco parentis for young milords, and who consolidated their knowledge and experience into works such as those of Richard Lassels or the dreary but successful Revd John Chetwood Eustace.


Some guidebooks even appear to have initiated a change of perception, as could be argued in the case of William Gilpin’s guides to the ‘Picturesque’ landscapes of Britain. Significant examples of seismic shifts or stubborn prejudice in aesthetic preference include the rise of the cult of Gothic, or the sustained undervaluation, even abuse, of Baroque, for long a style that lacked a distinguishing taxonomy and was often treated as if it were ‘degenerate Renaissance’. Changing perspectives on the monuments of Ancient Rome, on specific artists and artistic styles, and on classic landscape topoi like the Alps, are typically phenomena that guidebooks monitored all the more vividly because they usually did so unconsciously. There were, after all, rather few guidebook writers who deliberately set out to effect a change in attitudes, and those that did tended to be authors moonlighting in the guidebook profession as an extension of their aesthetic ideals – typically, Wordsworth with his guide to the Lake District and Ruskin with his travellers’ handbook version of The Stones of Venice.


In their reflection of underlying aesthetic assumptions, guidebooks were thus a powerful bulwark of artistic canons; but they also largely invented and made permanent the iconic features of individual cities. Baedeker’s star system institutionalised both topographical icons and highlights of the artistic canon, but he was not the first to attempt this, nor did his selection of asterisked items remain unchanged during the eighty or so years when the Baedeker brand was flourishing. Charting the vagaries of artistic taste is a complex matter, but guidebook history does provide some insights into this process. An individual ‘celebrity’ object, such as the Medici Venus, is the focus of changing perception and evaluation, which are vividly recorded in the guidebooks over three centuries. The perceived uniqueness and originality of the Medici Venus, what Walter Benjamin has described as ‘aura’, were based on misconception, but the earlier guidebook writers were unaware of this. Nowadays objects in guidebooks often have a sort of inverted aura based not on authenticity but on the number of people who visit them. This is amusingly satirised in Don Delillo’s novel White Noise, which features a tourist attraction labelled ‘the most photographed barn in America’.


THE MOTIVES AND ASPIRATIONS OF THE GUIDEBOOK WRITERS



The topics mentioned so far chiefly concern the consumers of guidebooks, in so far as they might have used such works to refine their taste and become more cultivated, knowledgeable and rounded inviduals. However, my final preoccupation in this study has been with the creators of guidebooks – the enthusiasts, tutors, pioneering publishers or even harmless drudges who spent such a large part of their lives toiling on behalf of future travellers. To some extent, the evolution of the guidebook genre can be charted in terms of authors who produced works that had a shelf-life enduring over many generations, a solid text being capable of endless embellishment and revision. On the other hand, Pausanias (see Chapter 2), the first and one of the greatest protagonists of the guidebook, is not in this category, since his manuscript was lost for several centuries. An idiosyncratic and rather shadowy figure, we know him only through his work and the agenda that emerges from it: a celebration of, or a memorial to, the continuity of Greek identity under Roman rule.


In the next phase of guidebook writing (guides for pilgrims in the Middle Ages), authorship is sometimes blurred, and indeed many guides appear to consist of anonymous fragments cobbled together from various sources. Yet there is one famous pilgrim’s guide to Santiago de Compostela that is identified with ‘Aymericus Picaudus’ (Aimery Picaud), a violently chauvinistic Frenchman whose animus against the Spaniards along the pilgrims’ route makes for exceptionally lively reading. Holy Land pilgrimage also produced some itineraries written up by colourful personalities, such as that compiled by Antoninus of Piacenza, which gives a vivid impression of what the early medieval traveller to the Holy places would be likely to encounter en route.


The medieval ideal that saw pilgrimage as ‘exile from one’s native land voluntarily undertaken as a form of asceticism’11 is succeeded by its secular counterpart conceived and developed by Renaissance scholars, namely the previously mentioned ars apodemica.12 The link with the functions of the guidebook makes these volumes a turning point in the genre, in so far as both the creator and the consumer of the guidebook are here sharing the heuristic experience. These products of the Renaissance spirit were in fact meta-guidebooks, combining a discussion of what a guide should be with examples of the ideas when put into practice. Moreover, the ars apodemica looks forward to the consciously educative function of guides for Grand Tourists (the improvement of the individual), and eventually mutates into the patriotic outlook of the Enlightenment, whereby your own land may be improved by conscientiously absorbing and recording the ‘best practice’ of other countries (the improvement of the nation). The liberal-minded guidebook of the Grand Tour was an actual and symbolic refutation of nervous officialdom’s view that knowledge was generally dangerous, unless filtered by the proper religious and political authorities, and of the illogical one that other countries might have something to learn from us, but we had nothing to learn from them.


With the Renaissance humanists the guidebook writer has come of age as a scholar, an authority and even a bestseller. We now begin to know the guidebooks by their author profiles as much as by their purpose. This of course entails a lot of copying and plagiarising by hacks seeking to cash in on an existing text. One such name was François Schott, whose Itinerario d’Italia was mostly a compilation from other sources, in particular the itinerary of a German prince whose tutor had written his biography (even though he was only 20 when he died!). The latter work included quite a substantial account of the places in Italy that had been visited before the prince expired prematurely from smallpox. Despite its manifest inadequacies (for example, Florence and Siena did not feature in the early editions, because the young man had died before they could be visited), the book was prized for its ‘practical utility as a guidebook’13 from its first publication in 1600 to its last edition in 1760.


Schott’s success marks the hesitant beginnings of the guidebook as a reliable branded product; many of his successors addressing the market for the Grand Tour (Lassels, Keysler, Misson) were to achieve something similar in terms of brand recognition and staying power. Ultimately, of course, the branded author folds into a corporate identity, the transition occurring in the age of Murray and Baedeker, both of which brands emerged from guides originally written by their publishers (John Murray III and Karl Baedeker). Today the brand has taken over, and many guides are no longer even the work of a single author, but frequently that of a more or less anonymous team.


With brands and multiple authorship, the guidebook has reached a point where the framework, or system, of the guide determines the reader’s experience of it more than an authorial personality (even a ‘branded’ personality like Baedeker or Murray.) The apparent impersonality of an expertly produced series like the Eyewitness Guides stems from the fact that the writers are entirely subject to the methodology and required only to fill up spaces between images with the requisite number of words required to fit that space. Yet, as Hayden White has pointed out, ‘a mere list of confirmable singular existential statements does not add up to an account of reality if there is not some coherence, logical or aesthetic, connecting them one to another’.14 Authorial quirks, even prejudices, may well encourage the reader to think rather harder about what is being described than passionless consensual prose.


Hayden White has said of historians that they tended ‘simply [to] assume a world view and treat it as if it were a cognitively responsible philosophical position’.15 By the same token, in so far as the guidebook became emancipated from route-maps, road-books or mere taxonomy (e.g. Philo of Byzantium’s guide to the seven wonders of the world), it tended to exhibit a more or less identifiable Weltanschauung, coherent or less coherent according to the intellectual gifts of the compiler. Such a worldview may be evident not only from what is included, but also from what is left out. Although some guides can be read as polemics (e.g. the handy guidebook version of Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice or John Betjeman’s Shell Guides), the pose of (lofty?) neutrality is more often the one adopted, with the result that underlying cultural or other assumptions emerge only by default.


Does this imply the guidebook writer is a mere swindler trying to impose his or her agenda on ‘reality’? It is easy to apply retrospective irony to ‘Homeric geography’ or Christian cartography, but the practices of postmodernism have given rise to a more indulgent view. It is again Hayden White who has remarked on the professional historian’s ‘illusion that a value-neutral description of the facts, prior to their interpretation or analysis, was possible’. Homeric geography, which is addressed in the first chapter of this book, is of course at one stage removed from that sophisticated and relatively modern conundrum: here, legend or received tradition had just as important a role to play in shaping the overall import and impact of the work as material acquired through report or autopsy. The truth of the angle of vision supplied by the epic as a whole was more important (and coherent) than the various kinds of ‘truth’ supplied by its component parts. If Homeric geography – or indeed a guidebook to the Holy Land written by a devout apologist for Christianity – is assessed from this perspective, the dichotomy between truth and falsehood appears less significant than the relative influence of either. To some extent the same applies to the Protestant or Catholic perspective of guidebooks for the Grand Tour, or the solid liberal values of nineteenth-century Baedekers. We are dealing, in John Lukács’s happy phrase, not so much with the ‘facts of history as with the history of facts’.16




PART I


The Ancient World




CHAPTER 1


[image: image]



Beginnings:


Antiquity and the Origins of the Guidebook Genre



The describer of distant regions is always welcomed as a man who has laboured to enlarge our knowledge and rectify our opinions.


(Dr Johnson, 1760)


There are no foreign lands. It is the traveller only who is foreign.


(Robert Louis Stevenson)


KNOWLEDGE IS POWER



‘The travellers of one age are officials, of another devotees, of another, scholars, of another men and women of fashion.’1 A generalisation perhaps – one could add migrants, traders, explorers, soldiers and so forth – but this observation by one of the first scholars to deal seriously with guidebooks does highlight the main categories for which they tended to be written before the age of leisure tourism. Nowadays a guidebook is a consumer article like any other, but it started life as an official document, probably even a ‘classified’ one for restricted circulation. Indeed, one of the earliest topographical documents having elements of a guidebook is the quasi-legal (but also intelligence) report on Palestine ordered by Joshua after the death of Moses and loosely reckoned to have been undertaken at the end of the thirteenth century BC.


Three men from the seven tribes of Israel were to go and survey the promised land and divide it into seven parts, so that they should enter into the inheritance God had prepared for them (a polite description for land-grabbing): ‘Joshua charged them that went to describe the land, saying, Go and walk through the land, and describe it,’ whereupon ‘the men went and passed through the land, and described it by cities into seven parts in a book’.2 The Renaissance scholar Jerome Turler similarly looks back to the methodology of this epoch-making survey in his advice to scholarly travellers published in 1575: they are to




prosecute everie thing most exactlye, imitating the example of Moses, who most diligentlye discovered the differences between Mountaynes, Hilles, Landes, Peoples, Townes, Fieldes and Forestes, adding moreover what is to be considered in them all. For this hee sayde to them whom he sent to view the lande of Canaan: When yee shall come unto the Hilles, consyder the lande what maner one it is, and consyder the people that dwell therein, whether they bee stronge or weake, many or fewe: the lande good or bad. What cyties there bee? Walled or not walled . . .3





The ur-colonialism of the children of Israel may serve to remind us that the accumulation of knowledge is the accumulation of power. However, the nexus between knowledge and empowerment can, of course, be viewed at a less banal level than that of mere rivalry between nations. It is at this deeper level that the real origins of the guidebook lie, as an expression of man’s desire to understand the world in which he lives, to explore the unknown, to create an intellectual order from an incoherent mass of data, to document, classify and pass on to others the fruits of observation and autopsy. Most of what we instinctively know about how to tackle such tasks was first tried out in the ancient world, and, although many such experiments have been lost or are known only by report, enough has remained to show how curiosity allied to economic (sometimes military) motivation drove men to penetrate far beyond the Mediterranean, to investigate and report, to probe the truth of existing myths and sometimes invent new ones. The systematisation of this body of knowledge, both factual and practical, provided the intellectual foundations out of which the guidebook genre was to emerge. Moreover, these foundations are very varied and include sailing manuals, maps and accounts of voyages or land journeys, as well as the earliest ventures into such fields as anthropology, ethnography, history, geography, topography and medicine. The more striking examples of works in these fields that have a bearing on the development of the guidebook deserve a closer look, which this chapter will endeavour to provide.


SPYING, SURVEYING, SELF-IMPROVEMENT AND SELF-INDULGENCE



The reports of Joshua’s spies dovetail with guidebook information in so far as the information could have been useful to the layman for gaining a better understanding of the land he or she was about to enter (and in this case settle). Yet military, diplomatic and political considerations would have been even more important to the commissioners of such a survey, a fact that raises a recurring issue in the history of guidebooks, namely their role in disclosing information to outsiders that more or less paranoid inhabitants, or especially their rulers, might prefer to keep under wraps. On the one hand, a nation’s authorities may wish to control its image through the selection of information available to the visitor; on the other hand, rulers and officials are perennially concerned about ‘sensitive’ information seeping into the public domain (and worse, a domain of foreigners). Context determines the impact of data: apparently harmless and objective information made available to the tourist or scholar might also, when read in a different context, reveal strategic weaknesses or help to narrow a commercial advantage. All knowledge is power, but a lot of power depends on ignorance.4


That this was a live issue in the ancient world is reflected in a multitude of different ways. To take a few at random, Xenophon (c. 430–c. 354 BC) recommends that spies be disguised as merchants, partly because the latter were many and it was an effective disguise, and partly because the merchants among whom they would consort were necessarily among the best-informed people. They needed to protect their interests by being well informed not only about routes, markets and prices, but also about local politics and general social conditions. There were, of course, other sorts of alert traveller, among them itinerant philosophers or scholars, typically the sort of individuals who would bear report or even write down their findings. For example, Thucydides (History of the Peloponnesian War, 1.91) mentions the intelligence provided to Sparta, probably by this type of traveller, reporting on the efforts of the Athenians to rebuild their walls.


Then again, the collection of information could be quite open, particularly if you were travelling with a powerful army. Alexander the Great took an entourage of learned men and geographers on his campaigns, including a group of surveyors called bematistai, who were charged with writing up the countries through which his conquering army passed.5 These ‘bematists’ compiled an archive of key distances in Alexander’s empire (not surprisingly, one of them, Philonides of Crete, was famous as a distance runner). Their observations were published as stathmoi (‘stages’), in which precise distance calculations were combined with reports of fauna, flora and local customs. The descriptions of the local customs have been described as ‘outrageous’,6 but the distance measurements proved valuable to the Seleucids, who succeeded Alexander, and they were also drawn on by Eratosthenes (c. 285– 194 BC) for his geography of Asia. Alexander’s campaigns were thus as much exploratory as military, and indeed the king’s secretary, Eumenes of Cardia, was charged with compiling a daily expedition report, which unfortunately has not survived.


All this may seem a far cry from the intellectual milieu of even the best-informed guidebooks of today, since the latter aim primarily at the leisure traveller interested in culture, history and the prospects for entertainment or gastronomic pleasures. The Renaissance and Enlightenment writers of travel manuals had other priorities, as we shall see later. Passages from Turler’s book cited above have been compared, for example, with Machiavelli’s The Prince, in which the prospective ruler (one of the specific categories of traveller at whom Turler and similar writers aimed their works) is given, inter alia, a list of topographical tasks requiring application and endurance, all of which are to be carried out on the journey. He is instructed ‘to inure his body to labour and travel, and learn to know the nature and citation of diverse places, marking the heights of the mountains, the opening of the valleys to admit entrance, and how the plains lie, by this means also . . . [to] know the course of the rivers, their depths and passages, the nature of the marsh grounds, and divers other things’.7 It is obvious that the future prince’s keenness to acquire detailed knowledge about other countries arises from twin motivations of a desire to further the national interest and a love of learning; this was an ambiguity that persisted at least until the Enlightenment, when European nobility on fact-finding tours are to be found complaining of the reluctance of some English manufacturers to allow them to look over their factories. Such surveys originated with the ancient Greeks, who boasted the first literate society with a fully developed system of phonetic writing, which ensured that the interpretation of scripts could no longer be monopolised by manipulative insiders such as priests. It also meant that travellers’ reports could, again for the first time, become instruments of ‘pure objective research’ (not that they always were).8


The Greeks, who anticipated us in this, as in so many other things, even formulated the idea of leisure travel, which was possible only in conditions of peace, relative security and at least reasonable communications. As Mary Beard and John Henderson report in their short guide to the classics (though they must be exaggerating about guidebooks), ‘the Greeks and Romans were tourists too; they toured the classical sites, guidebooks in hand, braving the bandits, fleeced by the locals, searching out what they had been told was most worth seeing, hungry for “atmosphere”’.9 It is again Xenophon, writing after the end of the Peloponnesian War, who provides a glimpse of perhaps the earliest systematic tourism. In a papyrus on public finance entitled ‘Ways and Means’, he drew attention to the advantages of Athens as a tourist centre and the potential that this implied for earning money. Among his suggestions for increasing the flow of visitors was the idea of building hotels to accommodate them, financed by the state.10 The strict and efficient administration of hotel categories that has always rendered travelling in Greece so pleasurably predictable and economic seems to have had very ancient roots.


HOMERIC GEOGRAPHY



The earliest attempts at purely geographical description are centred on the physical and mental world from which their authors sprang, namely the Greek world of the Eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea. For centuries the binding element of their vision was what is picturesquely known as ‘Homeric geography’, an account of territories derived from information in the two great Homeric epics, the Iliad (written down c. 750 BC) and the Odyssey (c. 725 BC). The prestige of Homer, as the bard supplying the myth that established a shared self-perception among the scattered Greek settlements, long made it virtually obligatory for writers to reconcile physical realities with Homeric lore. For example, the idea that the earth was a disc, ‘exactly round, as if drawn with a pair of compasses, and the Ocean flowing all around it’,11 which Herodotus ridiculed, had long held sway on account of its derivation from the Homeric poems. ‘From all we know of the progress of the Greek mind,’ writes one historian of geography, ‘there can be no doubt that they would be very slow to emancipate themselves from the influence of an error once established upon such authority.’12 Strabo himself, the famous geographer of the Augustan age, was still sufficiently a Greek to describe Homer as ‘the first geographer’.13 Similar attempts to mould the available information to a revered Weltanschauung were to recur in the Christian cartography of the Middle Ages, which usually made Jerusalem the centre of the world and painted dragons on the territories about which little or nothing was known.


From its enduring hold on the Greek mind, it seems fair to assert that ‘Homeric geography’ was deemed to supply for its proponents a fruitful combination of the cognitive and the mimetic, the twin pillars of an overall Greek-centred vision of the world. And it was fruitful precisely because it encouraged a speculative curiosity that existed in creative tension with empirical observation. In the same way that scientific discoveries often spring from an imaginative insight that surpasses mere ratiocination, so poetry for the ancient Greeks could point the way for science. As Charles Fornara has written: ‘Just as genealogical writing was inspired by Hesiodic poetry reflecting a natural interest in what the Greeks conceived to be their heroic past, so the poetry of Homer reveals a natural curiosity about foreign lands, partly real and partly imaginary, that ultimately helped to inspire ethnography.’14 In the Iliad, Greek self-perception is at once symbolic and concrete, for example, in an impressive onomastic recital evoking the Greek homeland, the famous ‘catalogue of the Greek ships’. The ritualistic naming of places, which again also features in Hesiod, the other great founding father of Greek literature, may also be seen as a rhetorical adumbration of guidebook practice; furthermore it constitutes the more precise part of Homeric geography covering an area the poet or poets probably knew well either by reliable report or from personal experience. To name a place (even an imaginary one) was at least to assert its contingent reality, to ‘put it on the map’ as the saying goes (though it might only be a mental map). To name a place within a specific heroic or cultural context already brings it into the purview of the guidebook.15


On the other hand, the fabulous islands and territories of Odysseus’ wanderings in the sequel to the Iliad seem to be purely fictional, and even the identification of Corcyra (Corfu) with Scheria, the land of the easy-going and self-indulgent Phaeacians,16 has now been largely abandoned by scholars. In early Homeric commentary, it was often claimed that Homer was being deliberately vague about the location of his hero’s wanderings, a form of mystification that was given the appellation exokeanismus. This phenomenon too may be seen as the distant precedent of a recurring subtext of the guidebook, namely its ambivalent relationship with ‘the Other’. In John Elsner’s subtle analysis, the cultural appropriation of foreign ground vicariously offered to the readers of travel books is counterpointed by that same ground’s unknowable and unattainable ‘Otherness’. ‘Who wants to know what they already know?’ asks Elsner rhetorically:




For the Other to maintain its attraction and to generate the desire of readers to purchase books about the far away, the Other must remain for ever the Other. One of the great tensions of travel writing as a genre is that it is about making the Other comprehensible and yet making sure that it is Other enough to continue generating the attraction of the foreign, to continue to defy total domestication.17





Open almost any guidebook and this sort of tension will make itself felt: the exotic experience is tempered by reassurance (perhaps in the ‘Practical Information’) that it can be obtained within a context of physical security and without threatening the traveller’s own identity. Such a tension is often treated with some subtlelty by the ancient Greeks, in whose works startling facts (or fiction) about foreign cultures are counterpointed by the first glimmerings of scientific ethnography, or ‘pseudo-scientific “ethnology”’ as Paul Cartledge describes it. In a thought-provoking analysis of the Greek sense of the Other, he suggests that homogenised stereotyping of ‘barbarians’ dates to the mid-fifth century and the traumatic experience of the Persian invasions. Like ancient democracy’s underpinnings of slavery, this potentially embarrassing issue for Europeans, who see in ancient Greece the foundation of their civilisation, is now receiving an increasing amount of detailed scholarly attention.


Structuralist social anthropology and the influence of works like Edward Said’s Orientalism have led to an interest in ‘alterity’, defined by Cartledge as ‘the condition of difference and exclusion suffered by an “out” group against which a dominant group and its individual members define themselves negatively in ideally polarized opposition’. Shorn of its academic camouflage, this is essentially the accusation that the Greeks were racists and cultural supremacists; any for whom the cap does not appear to fit are said to have been the exceptions that prove the rule. A case in point is Herodotus, who was denigrated by Plutarch (c. AD 46–c. 126) in one of his Moral Essays as philobarbaros. The expression is provocatively rendered as ‘wog-lover’ by Cartledge, who goes on to explain how this ‘accusation’ was as inaccurate as its implications were unworthy.18


Generalisations about peoples were also grounded in notions about the influence of climate, as in a celebrated Hippocratic treatise of the third or fourth century BC, Airs, Waters, Places. Its latest editor describes this as ‘a manual whose chief purpose is to help the itinerant doctor to anticipate the different types of diseases that are likely to occur in cities with different geographical and physical conditions’.19 The corollary is that the peoples featured (divided into ‘Europeans’ and ‘Asians’) are presented largely as products of their climate, though also (and insightfully) of their chosen forms of governance. Airs, Waters, Places is therefore primarily inspired by environmental determinism, rather than ethnographical essentialism. It is a ‘meditation on the relation of geography, climate and human life’,20 a characterisation that brings it close to one of the core preoccupations of many future guidebooks. Ideas about the influence of climate on national character lingered into the nineteenth century and became discredited by association with racial theorists such as Count Gobineau. However, climate as a cultural determinant has resurfaced in the recent spate of books that attempt to account for the political and economic ‘success’ of early modern and modern Europe by comparison with what is seen as relative ‘failure’ elsewhere.21


This is not the place to venture into the minefield of scholarly debate about the wisdom or otherwise of projecting present-day post-colonial motifs onto the past: suffice it to say that the issues of ‘alterity’ and climate would resurface in the discussion of nineteenth-century guidebooks such as John Murray’s Handbooks and Baedeker. As for the Greeks, it is possible to cite quite striking ‘exceptions that prove the rule’, apart from the equivocal one of Herodotus. The latter’s guiding maxim, as quoted by Cartledge, was that ‘custom is king of all’. Or in other words, ‘All mankind, that is, Greeks and barbarians alike, are ruled by custom, and all are of the equally unshakeable opinion that their own customary usages are not just the best for them but absolutely morally superior to those of all other peoples.’ If this critical detachment makes Herodotus ‘not a typical Greek’, as Cartledge alleges, the geographer Eratosthenes would appear to be even more untypical, if indeed there really was such a thing as a ‘typical’ Greek in a culture with so many diverse elements. Eratosthenes disapproved of those writers who divided mankind into two groups, Greeks and barbarians. ‘He thought it would be more sensible to divide them according to behaviour, because not all Barbarians were bad any more than all Greeks were noble.’22


SCIENTIFIC RIGOUR AND A LITTLE IMPIETY: ERATOSTHENES OF CYRENE



The first geographer to make a clear break with the pieties of Homeric geogaphy combined speculative boldness with an academic rigour not unmixed with irony and irreverence. Eratosthenes of Cyrene (c. 285–194 BC) was a polymath who exhibited a scientific spirit that many believe was closer to that of modern scholarship than the works of the later Strabo (c. 63 BC–c. 23 AD), who was his most hostile and influential critic. Perhaps his greatest achievement was to devise a means of measuring the circumference of the earth, and to come up with a calculation that was no more than two or three hundred miles off the true figure.23 While Eratosthenes had no problems with Homeric geography relating to Greece and the neighbouring islands, he was amusingly dismissive of the Odyssean wanderings, the phenomenon described above as exokeanismus, characterising Homer’s ‘intentional’ topographical vagueness. ‘[Eratosthenes] appears to have given especial offence’, writes E.H. Bunbury, ‘by saying that people will never find out the real localities described in the Odyssey – the islands of Aeolus, Circe, Calypso etc. – until they found the cobbler who had sewn up the bag of Aeolus’.24 Naturally the inhabitants of the regions associated with the jealously guarded Odyssean traditions would not have been best pleased with such a downgrading of their homelands, if and when such negative judgements percolated down to travellers. After all, as Lionel Casson has pointed out, there was a thriving tourist trade in mythological sites even at this early day: the more assiduous travellers could visit anywhere from the exact spot near Sparta, where Penelope made up her mind to marry Odysseus, to the plane-tree in Phrygia where Apollo strung up Marsyas for flaying.25 The temple of Athene at Lindos on Rhodes possessed an amber goblet that had supposedly been presented to it by Helen of Troy, and in Rome, the ship in which Aeneas voyaged from Troy to Italy was exhibited down to the time of Justinian. There were something like ‘package tours’ to Ilion in Asia Minor, supposedly the site of Troy, and to Marathon, and even along the route to the East taken by Alexander’s army.26


Eratosthenes, known as the ‘parent of scientific geography,’27 was a formidable scholar, having spent time at Athens before becoming head of the library at Alexandria; his learning therefore covered the astronomical researches of his immediate predecessors and new geographical data acquired in recent voyages of discovery that have been compared in scale to the first wave of European colonialism in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Unfortunately, the first ever work to be called a Geographica, written by Eratosthenes, is known only from the use made of it by later writers. But it is clear that a sea change in perception had occurred by about 300 BC, whereby it had come to be generally recognised that the oikoumene (the ‘inhabited world’, for which more or less detailed information was available) occupied only a relatively small part (about a third) of the northern hemisphere. Furthermore, the new science of geography now adopted the idea that had emerged in varying forms among philosophers, mathematicians and astronomers from Pythagoras to Aristotle, namely that the Earth was a sphere at the centre of the universe, and one which revolved in a twenty-four-hour cycle.


It is worth noting at this point Eratosthenes’ independent-minded stance in regard to ‘alterity’: Strabo quotes him as saying that both the Greek and the barbarian (the Indians and the Arians, the Romans and the Carthaginians, ‘with their wonderful political systems’) should be judged by the unique criterion of morality and not of race.28 This echoes what can be found (but rather more equivocally) in Herodotus’s accounts of the customs of non-Greek peoples written around 200 years earlier. Apart from taking the first faltering steps in what we would now call ethnography and anthropology, Herodotus is most famous for characterising his text as historie, which meant ‘enquiry’, and which thereafter entered European languages as ‘history’ and its variants.29 Leaving aside the claims and counter-claims regarding what the ‘father of history’ may have recorded at first hand, or learned by report, or regurgitated from obviously fantastic tales, parts of his narrative (especially the celebrated Book 2 dealing with the geography, customs, and history of Egypt) have obvious affinities with a guidebook. Indeed, the outlook of Herodotus has frequently been compared and contrasted with Pausanias (see Chapter 2), the author of the first complete guidebook to have survived. The spirit of Eratosthenes’ Geographica, however, would seem to have represented a further advance on Herodotus, both in terms of scientific detachment and in terms of the accumulation of verifiable data about foreign territories, two elements that were later to be the twin foundations of the well-made guidebook.


STRABO AND PTOLEMY: AUTOPSY, FANTASY AND RECEIVED OPINION



Of Eratosthenes’ successors among geographers, two were to have a major impact on the Middle Ages, providing thus a link between the ancient world and early modern times; these two were the previously mentioned Strabo from Amaseia in the Pontic heartland (now Amasya) and Claudius Ptolemaeus (Ptolemy), who was active between AD146 and 170. Strabo was also an historian (in an age when the lines between academic disciplines remained fluid) whose forty-seven books of Historical Sketches, completed in Rome c. 20 BC, have been lost. But his monumental Geographical Sketches, completed in AD 23, is a major work of human geography, including accounts of the political systems and histories of the peoples he describes. Like most such works, Strabo’s geography is a compendium of material, much of it from lost authors. He specifically states (and here is his affinity with the Renaissance ars apodemica – see Chapter 5) that he was writing primarily for statesmen, who must get to know countries, natural resources and customs. The earlier authors he most quarried and criticised may thus be seen as also having contributed ultimately to the emergence of the guidebook genre, in particular Polybius (c. 200 to after 118 BC), the statesman and historian whose two books on European geography were admired by Strabo.


As with Herodotus, Strabo partly proceeds by autopsy in describing areas he himself knew well or had apparently visited (the Asian shores of the Black Sea, the Caucasus, parts of Iran, Asia Minor, Egypt and parts of Italy). ‘You could not find another person among the writers on Geography who has travelled over much more of the the distances just mentioned than I,’ was his proud boast.30 Like Herodotus too, the boundaries between ‘autopsy’ and other forms of information gathering are of less significance to him than they would be to the modern mind, so he lays no great stress on the fruits of personal experience. Yet that experience must have been crucial. And just as the compilation of detailed and reliable information for travellers and scholars generally presupposes a strong element of prior pacification, so Strabo’s later labours were made easier by the stability of Augustan rule from 27 BC.


This helpful stability perhaps accounts for Strabo’s decidedly imperial yet pluralist outlook, which sometimes brings to mind the great ethnographical work on the Austro-Hungarian Empire sponsored by Crown Prince Rudolph (himself a dilettante travel writer) in the late nineteenth century.31 Much of the information given by Strabo would fit into any diligently compiled guidebook – the distance between cities, the principal agricultural and industrial activities of a given region, its political arrangements, ethnographic features and religious practices. Nor are history or natural phenomena ignored; we can learn from him about the Atlantic tides, the volcanic landscapes of Italy and Sicily, or the dramatic rise and fall of the Nile waters. At the same time, the ghost of Homer flits through passages where Strabo struggles to reconcile geographical realities with localities mentioned in the epics (he is particularly concerned to identify the cities mentioned in the Iliad). In this way he unites in his work the most ancient traditions of geography with reports of varying up-to-dateness and autopsy.


Of Ptolemy it has been said that his scientific writings ‘exercised an influence over succeeding centuries second only to that of Aristotle’.32 With him we return to mathematical geography and astronomy, his Almagest (c. AD 150) being the dominant influence in the latter science for Byzantium, the Islamic world and Christian Europe until the discoveries of Copernicus (1473–1543). His eight-book Geography consists mostly of a roll-call of places listed with their longitude and latitude, together with the mention of a few salient topographical features. It was probably the first work to employ latitude and longitude coordinates systematically and may have been accompanied by maps, for the scientific preparation of which Ptolemy gives quite detailed instructions. Because Ptolemy relied largely on existing itineraries and periploi (sailing information and short descriptions of littorals for mariners), his geography and maps contain many inaccuracies, while imprecise astronomical data seem to have led to a major error in recording the length of the Mediterranean from west to east.


Nevertheless, inaccuracy stemming from inadequate raw materials has not diminished respect for his diligent application of a methodology for map-making, which in turn he made available for his readers to construct their own maps. Despite Ptolemy’s clearly stated awareness of the dangers of relying on the sources he was obliged to rely on, his work was held in ‘blind, and almost superstitious reverence throughout the Middle Ages’,33 one of the many examples where an author’s authority (which might reside in science, ideology or religion) has probably hindered the advancement of knowledge. On the other hand, the same writer stresses that Ptolemy ‘certainly possessed information far more extensive and complete’ about the British Isles ‘than any of his predecessors’.34 His account is in the habitual form of a periplous and contains many place-names and the names of rivers (also for Ireland) that have been identified with reasonable certainty, although he gets the shape of Scotland hopelessly wrong.


Ptolemy’s Geography was known to the Muslims in Syriac translations and was a model for Arab ‘Descriptions of the Earth’ (Kitab surat al-ard). It was also studied in Sicily under Muslim rulers and their Norman successors from 1060, the latter maintaining a pluralist Islamic-Christian culture to which the unique architecture of the Cappella Palatina in Palermo is eloquent testimony. A translation of Ptolemy became extremely fashionable among the early humanist scholars of Germany and popularised the distinction he made between ‘geography’, a representation of the whole known world (emblematised by the human head in humanist iconography), and ‘chorography’ (derived from Greek khoros, ‘a place’), the detailed representation of a region (emblematised by the eye or ear, organs which, while they form discrete features in the head, are at the same time indispensable elements in the functioning and significance of the whole.) Humanist scholars from Nürnberg are even thought to have interpreted Dürer’s marvellous watercolour study of a Blauracke (the common roller) as emblematic of the whole avian fauna of Dürer’s homeland (its ‘geography’), while his separate, and minutely detailed, study of the roller’s wing represented its ‘chorography’.35 The implications for the making of a guidebook are clear enough: a text describing a region is composed of detailed parts, the significance of which stands in a reciprocal relationship to the whole. The traveller is helped to see the whole through the parts, but also the parts in the context of the whole.


THE FACTS AND FACTOIDS OF A FACTOHOLIC: PLINY THE ELDER’S Naturalis Historia



It has already been noted above that geographical or topographical studies in the Hellenistic period and under Augustus had been at least partly facilitated and driven by imperial requirements of coercion and exaction as part of the processes of pacification and governance. This tendency became the norm under the Roman Empire, where the commentarii (‘memoranda’) of commanders in the field and provincial governors assumed major significance, although only a small part of such memoranda would have concerned the sort of matter traditionally found in later guidebooks, while some were simply protocols, notes for speeches or even memoirs. The best of Julius Caesar’s writings on the Gallic and civil wars represent a sophisticated refinement of this type of literature, combining hard-headed personal observations with ethnographical themes reminiscent of Herodotus. However, they were written to provide the raw material on which later historians were expected to draw, and thus to protect Caesar’s reputation for posterity; their geographical or ethnographical information is therefore somewhat incidental. Although a few writers attempted to continue the tradition of practical geography (for example, Pomponius Mela in De chorographia (AD 43–4) or Arrian in his Periplous (c. AD 131) of the Black Sea), geography for the most part became submerged in the encyclopedic genre, whose most notable proponent was Pliny the Elder (AD23/4–79).


Pliny was an omnivore of facts who boasted in the Preface to the Historia that he had culled 20,000 of them from 2,000 books of 100 selected authors (‘a severe underestimate’ in the caustic view of The Oxford Classical Dictionary).36 This boast, however, also implies his value to posterity, for whom he has rescued a whole world of information that would otherwise have been lost. The fanciful element in that information is just as valuable to a later readership, in so far as it reveals pre-scientific ways of thinking, as are the more accurate (if frequently garbled) accounts of anything from ancient agriculture, medicine and metallurgy to the artistic canon of antiquity. Pliny’s ‘History of Nature’ (Naturalis Historia), completed in AD 77, was thus a huge, and hugely intriguing, ragbag of facts that was originally projected as a physical description of the universe itself, but ends up as a magnificent olla podrida ‘bearing testimony to the unwearied diligence of its author in the collection of his facts, but showing at the same time an almost total want of critical judgement or philosophical arrangement’.37


The derivation of the title of this sprawling work (traditionally, though inadequately, rendered into English as ‘Natural History’) may serve to illustrate its significance for the guidebook genre. As mentioned above, the Greek word historie was adopted by Herodotus in the sense of ‘enquiry’ or ‘research’, and Pliny’s approach to his material is often similar to that of the so-called father of history. It has been pointed out that both writers ‘are avid cataloguers whose approach is often ingenuous and uncritical’. Nevertheless, Pliny clearly saw it as a particular kind of enquiry, one that ignored the traditional framework of the liberal arts that had become bogged down in scholastic commentary. The adjective naturalis, with which he chooses to qualify his historia, may be rendered as ‘belonging to nature’, or ‘belonging to the nature of things’. Pliny’s latest English translator takes the view that Beyet’s title for his French translation (Recherches sur le monde) ‘more accurately reflects the scope of the work and accords with Pliny’s own definition of his subject as “the natural world, or life”’.38


The Historia anticipates thereby some of the subject matter later to be a staple of guidebooks, not only in its topographical or geographical matter, but in its treatment of zoology (which begins with ‘man’ himself), of botany, natural resources, architecture, painting and sculpture. It has even been suggested that the work was intended as a vade mecum for provincial governors, in the spirit of the commentarii, but it seems clear that its scope is far more ambitious than that. In his Preface, Pliny remarks in justification of the length of his work (which has thirty-seven parts) that we ‘need works of reference, not books’. ‘First and foremost,’ he writes, ‘I must deal with subjects that are part of what the Greeks term an “all-round education” but which are unknown or have been rendered obscure by scholarship’; and elsewhere, with considerable chutzpah, he underlines his populist aim: ‘[I am writing] for the masses, for the horde of farmers and artisans and, finally, for those who have time to devote to these pursuits’.39 Even taken with a pinch of salt, it seems clear that such statements reflect a desire to reach a wider audience than that of scholars alone, and in this too, Pliny’s pioneering attempt to popularise learning looks forward to an important feature of guidebooks.


On the other hand, Pliny can hardly be said to have made things easy for his readers. The long excursus specifically devoted to geography in the Historia Naturalis is one of the most jumbled parts of the whole work, with dessiccated catalogues of the names of cities, tribes, rivers or mountains sometimes related to identifiable coastlines, but often enumerated in alphabetical order or no order at all. Even Spain, which Pliny knew well, having served there as Procurator (civil governor), features as no more than a statistical and onomastic enumeration, though there is some account of its rivers. All this makes the Naturalis Historia one of the most exasperating and delightful works ever written, resembling at times an out-of-date guidebook, at times a learned discourse leavened with sarcasm, and at times a schoolboy essay where diligent plagiarism has been marred by inaccurate copying. This last feature was to become a particular hazard of later guidebooks, whose compilers were seldom so up-front about their sources as Pliny. ‘When I compared authorities,’ he writes, ‘I found that writers of bygone times had been copied by the most reliable modern authors, word for word, without acknowledgement.’ In contrast he offers ‘as proof of my professionalism, the fact that I have prefaced these books with the names of my authorities. In my opinion such acknowledgement of those who have contributed to one’s success – unlike the practice of most of the authors I have mentioned – is a not ungracious gesture and abounds with honourable modesty.’40 As T.S. Eliot once observed of poets, the poor ones imitate, the good ones steal.


THE NUMBER MAKES IT REAL: MEASURING HEIGHTS AND DISTANCES



One of the areas in which Pliny is acknowledged to have provided interesting and intermittently accurate information is in the measurement of distances, although his data are all taken from earlier sources, such as Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa’s geographical commentary on the Roman Empire or the various extant periploi. Supplying plausible (and preferably accurate) measurements is of course as crucial to the traveller’s handbook as it is to the encyclopedia; indeed it was to become a staple of nineteenth-century guidebooks with their paraphernalia of route plans, mountain heights and sea or lake depths, as well as population numbers or figures relating to the economy. Dicaearchus of Messana (Messina) was apparently not only one of the first writers to attempt mathematically based measurement of the heights of mountains, but also established with some degree of accuracy ‘the main parallel of latitude from the Straits of Gibraltar to the Himalayas and the assumed Eastern Ocean’.41 How Dicaearchus arrived at his figures for mountain heights is not known for certain, but scholars believe that he used triangulation with the help of a simple instrument for measuring angles. Triangulation was well known in antiquity as a method of finding the height of trees and buildings, its discovery being attributed to the great seventh-century philosopher Thales of Miletus, who is credited inter alia with calculating the height of the pyramids by the length of their shadows.42


A distinguished polymath and star pupil of Aristotle, Dicaearchus flourished between 326 and 296 BC. Sadly, only fragments remain of his Periodos Ges (the so-called Tour of the World), which included a topographical description of Greece in which the measurements of its mountains appear, and apparently also maps. The measurements obtained by Dicaearchus (the fieldwork for which may have been commissioned by the rulers of Macedonia) were largely adopted by Eratosthenes, who further asserted that the highest mountains in the world could not exceed 10 stadia in elevation. This figure was in turn revised by Posidonius (c. 135–c. 51 BC), by whose time the Greeks had learned more about the Alps; he claimed that the greatest possible mountain heights were 15 stadia and the maximum depth of the sea was likewise 15 stadia43 (as has frequently been pointed out, symmetry was an important element in the scientific perception of the ancients).44 Stadia were also used to measure distances across land and sea; thus the Periplous of Pseudo-Scylax and other periploi reckoned a day’s voyage at 500 stadia, equivalent to 50 Greek miles. Obviously the measurement of a day’s (or a night’s) voyage was somewhat unstable, not least because allowance had to be made for variables such as weather, wind and currents. Nevertheless, both Ptolemy and one of his most important sources, Marinus of Tyre, apparently accepted the view of an obscure seafarer named Theophrastus that a single day’s sailing ‘under favourable conditions’ covered 100 miles. Eratosthenes’ excessive measurement of the length of the Mediterranean at 26,500 (6,121.5km) stadia is again based on periploi, since it adds up point-to-point journeys, rather than following a single line of latitude, which anyway would be impossible to sail. Despite this, his figure implies a better approximation than that of Ptolemy and even of most geographers up to the seventeenth century.


THE WORLD TOUR, PERAMBULATION AND COASTAL VOYAGE (periodos ges, periegesis, periplous)


Around the turn of the sixth and fifth centuries BC Hecataeus of Miletus wrote a geographical work ambitiously titled Periodos ges (or ‘Tour Round the World’),45 which divided the latter into two huge blocks, Europe and Asia (the latter including Africa, referred to as ‘Libya’). In many respects the work, of which only fragments survive, seems to have been a hybrid between two genres that later flourished, the land-based perambulation (periegesis, which literally means an ‘outline’ in the sense of ‘description’) and the accounts of coastal navigation known as periploi. Like the majority of the latter, it traced the Mediterranean and the Black Sea clockwise, starting with the ‘Pillars of Hercules’ (that is, the Straits of Gibraltar) and finishing with the Atlantic coast of Morocco, but including also material on the Mediterranean islands, Scythia, Persia, India, Egypt and Nubia. More than a mere enumeration of names, it foreshadowed the guidebook with its formula for describing a particular land, the dynastic succession of its rulers, the ‘wonders’ of a locality and the customs of the inhabitants.46


Hecataeus’ worldview adhered to the notion that Greece was the centre of the world, and that Delphi, its most important cult location, was the centre of Greece. This was also the underlying assumption of the periploi: they reflected the focus of Greek (and especially Ionian) civilisation spread around not only mainland Greece and Asia Minor, but also across many colonies along the rest of the Mediterranean littoral and the Black Sea. A periplous described the coastlines, plotting a course from headland to headland, or settlement to settlement, and giving distances in terms of days’ sailing. It was as much the ancestor of the medieval portolan, which was a compass or rhumb chart for pilots,47 as it was truly a guide, but at least some of them supplied quite useful information about the hinterland, its trade, natural resources and the local populations.


A seminal periplous is attributed to one Scylax of Caryanda who was sent by the Persian king, Darius I (d. 486 BC) to explore the course of the Indus river, and who reappeared after two and half years (according to Herodotus) at the Gulf of Suez. His report has not survived but is quoted by Hecataeus, Aristotle and Strabo among others. Confusingly, his name was tacked onto a somewhat later work of the fourth century BC tand it could not have beenhat has survived (the so-called Periplous of the pseudo-Scylax), and which was itself probably a compilation from earlier periploi. Dilke describes this as ‘a verbal map with a selective guidebook’,48 and it could not have been compiled before 380 BC because it mentions Greek settlements on the Adriatic not founded before that date. It follows the same Hecataean pattern in beginning with the Pillars of Hercules and following the Mediterranean, Black Sea and North African coasts clockwise back to its starting point. It reckons a day’s voyage at 500 stadia (c. 92km) and its most accurate part is that covering the stretch from the Egyptian frontier to Carthage. An uncharacteristic section appears to relapse into Homeric geography with an account of an island of Lotus-eaters, now identified as Djerba off the Tunisian coast.


There are several other well-known periploi. They range from the severely practical, like the Stadiasmus Maris Magni (‘Circumnavigation of the Great Sea’), which is closer to a pilot pure and simple,49 to the more discursive guide for the Red Sea and beyond (Periplous Maris Erythraei, of the first century AD), an invaluable source of information about the trade routes down to southern India and East Africa, which was thought to contain the first mention in the west of China (called ‘Thin’). Around 25 BC Menippus of Pergamum wrote periploi of the Mediterranean and the Euxine (the Black Sea). More literary is the Periplous of the Euxine addressed to the Emperor Hadrian in the form of a letter by the distinguished historian Lucius Flavius Arrianus (c. AD 86–160). And most fascinating of all is the voyage of discovery made by the mysterious Pytheas of Massalia (the Greek colony at Marseilles), whose lost work On the Ocean (c. 320 BC) recounted his fantastic journey past the Pillars of Hercules into the unknown world beyond. He visited St Michael’s Mount in Brittany and the tin mines of Cornwall, before circumnavigating Britain (a feat not emulated for another 400 years until Agricola repeated it). Possibly he visited Iceland (which could be what he calls ‘Ultima Thule’)50 and may have seen the precious amber deposits of Heligoland. No one believed his tale of course, but his stock began to rise when later scholars such as the great Eratosthenes of Cyrene began to exploit his work.


In a marvellously evocative recent study,51 Barry Cunliffe has hailed Pytheas as ‘the man who discovered Britain’ (for the Greeks that is), and argued that he may have followed a well-established overland and river trade route northwards through Gaul to emerge at the Bay of Biscay; from there he would have embarked on his epic voyage round Britain, and then to the German coast and Jutland. On the evidence of surviving quotations, On the Ocean seems to have dealt with astronomy, the Atlantic Ocean and the geography of north-west Europe. Although hardly a guidebook, it contained much information that was later exploited by geographers and the writers of periploi.


Pytheas’ commentators have done their best to bury his reputation, at the same time not scrupling to plagiarise him. Perhaps the most comprehensive attempt to rubbish his work was made by a fellow-Greek, Polybius (c. 200–c. 118 BC), who wrote a major history recording Rome’s rise to world dominion, and who himself made an exploratory Atlantic voyage in 146 BC. On the strength of this, he considered himself an authority on the regions of the West and worked hard to diminish the reputation of other writers (principally Timaeus of Tauromenium (Taormina)), who had hitherto been regarded as authoritative). Cunliffe suggests that a further and concomitant irritant was Polybius’ discovery in the library at Alexandria of Pytheas’ On the Ocean, which upstaged his own voyage by over a hundred years. ‘His venomous attack on Pytheas’s veracity’, suggests Cunliffe, ‘has all the hallmarks of intense academic jealousy.’ And so, like Herodotus before him, and Pausanias after him, Pytheas was malevolently branded a liar, which was not a good omen for guidebook authors. The backhanded compliment of exploiting the material, while busily disparaging its author as an insignificant, muddled and untruthful drudge, is something that guidebook writers and other popularisers would have to learn to live with.


THE BUSINESS OF EMPIRE: ROMAN MAPS AND ITINERARIES



It has already been remarked that Rome concentrated on the practical application of geographical knowledge for the purposes of governance, which is underlined by the Emperor Augustus’ collection of military, political and commercial information. Having ordered a detailed survey of his empire52 from his son-in-law, he had all the resulting maps and their related data locked in the vaults of his palace, partial copies being distributed on the basis of need to generals. At the same time, he also had some issued for educational purposes to schools in the provinces, which seems rather illogical.53 It was Augustus, too, who instituted the cursus publicus or government post, a basic tool of governance that is said to have existed in Mesopotamia as early as the third millennium BC, and achieved high levels of efficiency under the Persians in the fifth century and the Chinese Han dynasty (third century BC). The privileges of the cursus were reserved for those carrying an official diploma, indicating they were on imperial business and entitled to use the government-maintained facilities along the way. Officially, persons travelling in a private capacity were not allowed to use such privileges, but inevitably a black market in diplomae developed, evidently becoming so widespread that the unauthorised sale of them was eventually made punishable by death.54


There were many itineraria based on the cursus publicus, the most famous to survive being the so-called Tabula Peutingeriana, an elongated parchment 13in (0.34m) high and 22ft (6.75m) long. The name of this remarkable road map of the Roman world (a medieval copy, with one sheet missing, of an original dating to c. AD 365)55 derives from its last-known owner before it ended up in the Habsburg collections, an Augsburg humanist called Konrad Peutinger. The Tabula is schematic, consisting of lines showing routes, the names of towns, cities or other stopping places along them and the distances between them. These are given mostly in Roman miles (1 Roman mile equals 1.5 km), but in leagues for Gaul (1 leuga equalled 1.5 Roman miles) and in parasangs for former areas of the Persian Empire (1 parasang equalled 3–4 Roman miles). It represents the known inhabited world, from the Pyrenees and Britain to India, though the Mediterranean Basin occupies five sixths of it, of which a third is Italy. The section for the Iberian peninsula has been lost. An interesting feature is its use of coloured symbols beside each station marked along the routes to indicate the quality of the facilities available. As Lionel Casson puts it: ‘These serve the same purpose as the surprisingly similar symbols in the Guide Michelin or other modern guide books.’56 Colour is also used to distinguish such things as cities and roads (red), mountains (grey, yellow or pink), or seas and rivers (green). Dilke points out that this was evidently a map for use by civilians, since it lacks references to military installations; while agreeing that the cursus may have inspired it, he maintains that it is untypical of Roman maps, but rather resembles the ‘topological model’ of plans for the tube (subway or metro).57


Some scholars58 have suggested that the Tabula Peutingeriana was based on the previously mentioned orbis pictus (or orbis terrarum) made for Emperor Augustus by Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, which itself may have been based on Eratosthenes’ map. Among Agrippa’s many public works, which included the building of aqueducts, baths, a granary, the original Pantheon and a new bridge over the Tiber, was a project for a huge map based on his imperial survey to be displayed in the Porticus Vipsania to the east of the Campus Martius. According to Pliny, construction of the portico was begun by Agrippa’s sister after her brother’s death, and completed by Augustus [between 7 and 2 BC?],59 using Agrippa’s data.60 Its origins in a scroll probably accounted for its elongated form, supposedly a device to make it easier for passers-by to read. The map has been characterised as a triumphal monument to imperial governance and universalist aspirations, an interpretation reinforced by Pliny’s claim that the intention behind it was ‘to show the entire world (orbis) to the city (urbs)’.61 The alliterative and rhetorical play with the words orbis and urbs seems indeed to have become a literary topos at the time of Augustus, surviving in the papal blessing urbi et orbi (‘to the city and for the world’), whereby the whole of Christendom implicitly looked to the holy and eternal city of Rome for spiritual inspiration.


Both the Tabula Peutingeriana and the map in the Porticus Vipsania belonged to the tradition of itineraria picta, where the illustrative element allied them to rudimentary cartography; but there were also numerous itineraria scripta or adnotata, that is, ‘written’ or ‘annotated’ itineraries. These consisted of sequential lists of stations on a route and originated with plans for the expansion of the Roman Empire through road-building, the itineraries’ arrangement of convenient stages of the journey making them the terrestrial equivalent of the seafarers’ periploi. The best known of this type is the Antonine Itinerary (Itinerarium provinciarum Antonini Augusti) of the third century, which was military in purpose and covered the entire Roman territories.


Such itineraries remind us of the unique achievements of Roman road-building, with its repertoire of bridges, viaducts, dams and tunnels, and its tradition of straight roads underpinned with flexible wooden frames over soft terrain, slightly raised at the centre for drainage, and sometimes even supplemented with parallel pedestrian pavements. Under Diocletian (AD ?240–305) a survey recorded 373 roads covering 53,000 miles, divided between ‘military’, ‘public’, ‘local or connecting’ and ‘private access’ roads. The extraordinary comprehensiveness of this system, compared with anything previously attempted, allowed for itineraries with different purposes – the forerunners of specialised guidebooks. There were even some that seem to have been chiefly intended for those wishing to visit spas – the ancestors of a sub-category of the genre that was later to flourish.


AN ARMCHAIR GUIDEBOOK



The next chapter of this book is devoted to the one fully fledged guidebook that has survived from the ancient world, namely that compiled by Pausanias in the second century AD. However, as Lionel Casson has pointed out, his was by no means the first to be written and we have sufficiently numerous reports of others to suggest that such books existed at least by Hellenic times.62 In the late fourth century BC an obscure Diodorus is said to have described the towns and monuments of Attica. Two centuries later (150 BC?) Heliodorus wrote about the works of art on the Athenian Acropolis, in effect compiling the first museum guide. His near contemporary Polemo(n) of Ilium (fl. 190 BC?), also concentrated on works of art in his accounts, The Athenian Acropolis, The Sacred Way and The Painted Portico in Sicyon. Anticipating the craze for inscriptions on the part of travelling antiquaries in the eighteenth century, Polemo rushed around copying from stelae (grave-markers or slabs showing epitaphs, decrees or other inscriptions), and became so notorious that he was nicknamed stelokopas, or ‘devourer of stelae’. Some have seen Polemo as the first art critic, but his writing also seems to have extended to history and culture generally. It would be wonderful to know what the Guidebook to Troy credited to him actually contained.


Polemon was interested in Greek artistic achievements, but tourism in antiquity was of course not limited to a perambulation of Greek sights. The most striking constructions of the civilised world were entered in a canon of world wonders, though such a canon was not compiled purely for the benefit of tourists. The earliest such list, written in Greek, was rescued by Berlin archaeologists in the early twentieth century from the wrapping material for an Egyptian mummy. Included with those of the world’s most important lawgivers, painters, sculptors, architects and engineers, as well as the largest islands, mountains and rivers, was a list of the seven greatest ‘sights’. The manuscript, named the Laterculi Alexandrini after its first editor, has been dated to the second century BC and three of the ‘sights’ it celebrated are still decipherable (the temple of Artemis in Ephesos, the Pyramids at Gizeh and the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus). It has been remarked that ‘already in this combination [of “sights”] art, technology and wonders of the world are brought together’;63 or, in other words, the core elements of future guidebooks occur, perhaps for the first time. The earliest complete list of the seven world wonders to have survived is found in a manuscript of poems (the Anthologia Palatina in a Heidelberg library) and is attributed to an epigrammatist of the late second century BC, Antipater (or Antipatros) of Sidon. His list is thought to date to c. 140 BC.


These two lists, then (assuming they were identical), are the earliest known examples of monuments being given canonical status, something that was to become the stock in trade of guidebooks, but which also seems to have featured in the oeuvre of Ptolemy, who compiled a Canon of Significant Places. But why seven? And why these particular sights? Seven, apart from one, the only integer of the first ten that is neither a factor nor product of any of the others, was considered to be of particular significance in antiquity. The significance differed from people to people (it was an ominous number for the Babylonians, Sumerians and Egyptians, an apocalyptic one for the Jews); however our list compilers were Greek, who perhaps saw these seven spectacular architectural achievements as counterparts to their notion of the ‘seven sages’ or ‘philosophical pleiad’, a canon that, like that of ‘wonders’, was also subject to modification over the years.


And the word ‘canon’ itself is slippery: Greek in origin, it implies the exemplary criteria that certain (chiefly literary) works are regarded as embodying, and against which the quality (or authenticity) of other works may be measured. While the recurring designation of the same seven buildings or monuments as ‘wonders’ is hardly a canon in that sense, what was important about these sights was their supposed uniqueness, or superiority, over all other architectural creations in their genre. The descriptions of them have some affinity with the Greek genre of paradoxography, which was concerned with the unexpected or incredible in geography, zoology and human culture. The third-century Greek poet, Callimachus of Cyrene, who dabbled in paradoxography, wrote about ‘wonders in the world’. While he did not reproduce the ‘canonical’ seven, he did leave a detailed account of one of them, the statue of Zeus at Olympia. His description of it is evidently aimed at a tourist audience, which would have pleased Pausanias, who complains that ‘Greeks are apt to regard with greater wonder foreign sights than sights at home. For whereas distinguished historians have described the Egyptian pyramids with the minutest details, they have not made the briefest mention of the treasury of Minyas and the walls of Tiryns, though these are no less marvellous.’64 It is a complaint that has echoed down the ages, and even today there are those who lament that holiday-makers are more familiar with the top tourist sites abroad than with the outstanding monuments and beauties of their own country.


Foreshadowing the cultural vicissitudes that would later make guidebooks a barometer of changing taste, the list of the seven fabulous ‘sights’ varied through Greek and Roman times, though some elements (for instance, the Pyramids and the Colossus of Rhodes) were almost always featured.65 Later, the lighthouse of Alexandria, first introduced by Pliny, also became a fixture. The specific phrase ‘wonders of the world’, coined in the first century BC by the Roman scholar Marcus Terentius Varro (116–27 BC) may itself have marked a shift in perception, whereby the tone of references to ancient marvels modulates from the celebratory to the elegiac. The poet Propertius (c. 50–c. 16 BC) is soon exploiting the decay of the Seven Wonders to emphasise the transience of material things compared with the eternity of his verses eulogising his beloved. The younger Seneca (c. 4 BC–65 AD) went further and took them as examples of the transience of all earthly things. A later rhetorical use by the poet Martial (c. 40–c. 104 AD) paraded the seven wonders in order to contextualise an eighth of his own choosing, the Colosseum in Rome; and, finally, Rome itself becomes one of the wonders. An interesting melange of multiple ‘seven wonders’ was produced by Francesco Alberti in the early sixteenth century, whereby the author combined those of the world, of ancient and modern Rome, and (for good measure) those of his native Florence all in one volume.66


This reinterpretation opened the way for Christian apologists, who had struggled with a list of purely pagan wonders and now began adding biblical items such as Noah’s Ark or the temple of Solomon. They also tentatively identified the Pyramids with Joseph’s granaries,67 or simply replaced a pagan monument (the temple of Artemis) with a Christian one (the church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople). Dumping the temple of Artemis was perhaps significant: one recalls the celebrated passage in the Acts of the Apostles where the silversmiths and other craftsmen of Ephesus, fearing for their trade should St Paul’s preaching lead to a downgrading of Artemis (Diana), instigated an uproar against him.68 Nevertheless, the medieval inflation in world wonders was by no means limited to propaganda for the faith – even an anonymous list in a Vatican codex of 1300 has no Christian monuments among its twenty-nine wonders; local patriotism was more likely to influence the authors, as lists of the seven wonders of Rome or Constantinople continually testify.


The endurance of the basic canon of ‘wonders’, however, makes it not so surprising that they inspired a guidebook, albeit an armchair one. This work seems to have surfaced some time in the fourth century AD, when its authorship was wrongly attributed to a writer on technology called ‘Philo(n) of Byzantium’ (fl. c. 200 BC). It is modern scholarship that has dubbed it a ‘Guidebook to the Seven Wonders of the World’,69 and the author does indeed offer his readers a guide that will spare them the wearisome business of travelling over a large part of the Near and Middle East. In a disarming introduction he writes:




Everyone has heard of each of the Seven Wonders of the World, but few have seen all of them for themselves. To do so one has to go abroad to Persia, cross the Euphrates river, travel to Egypt, spend some time among the Elians in Greece, go to Halicarnassus in Caria, sail to Rhodes, and see Ephesus in Ionia. Only if you travel the world and get worn out by the effort of the journey will the desire to see all the Wonders of the World be satisfied, and by the time you have done that you will be old and practically dead.70





In a bold justification of his work, the author points out that actually visiting the places described is less likely to imprint them on the mind than studying a book such as his: ‘if a man investigates in verbal form the things to wonder at and the execution of their construction, and if he contemplates, as though looking at a mirror image, the whole skilful work, he keeps the impressions of each picture indelible in his mind. The reason for this is that he has seen amazing things with his mind.’71 He goes on to underline that the seven wonders are different in kind from other sights, putting them all in the shade (‘For beauty, like the sun, makes it impossible to see other things when it is itself radiant.’). In other words, these monuments are claimed to have a unique aura. The ‘guidebook’ of course confirms, or even establishes that aura, in this case for a canon of ‘wonders’ laid down (perhaps) by Antipater and still valid for ‘Philo’ four centuries later. It consisted of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon72 and the walls of Babylon (two secular marvels), the Pyramids in Memphis, the Colossus of Rhodes, the statue of Olympian Zeus, the temple of Artemis at Ephesus and the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus (five sacral or necrological monuments inspired by religious awe.) The canon of sights, John Murray’s weak canon (‘things peculiar to this spot’) or Baedeker’s strong canon (the ‘star’ system identifying outstanding sights), were to be a hallmark of guidebooks in the future, and indeed the shorter guides eventually offered their readers a canon of ‘must-sees’ and little else.




CHAPTER 2


[image: image]



Pausanias:


The ‘Baedeker of the Ancient World’



Pausanias was an impostor.


(August Kalkmann)


His testimony stands and carries great weight. Unlike those who contradict him, and one another (occasionally themselves), he walked on firm ground, and in the light of day.


(R.E. Wycherley)


Some time in the mid-second century AD a prosperous Greek from Lydia embarked upon a series of journeys in mainland Greece. His tour has variously been characterised as an antiquarian ramble, an historical and ethnographical fact-finding mission, or a pagan pilgrimage. The common theme in all these is the idea of an ‘intellectual itinerary’, an ‘historical reading of the landscape’,1 or, more specifically, a quest for the rediscovery of Greek identity. Pausanias, like Baedeker’s guide to Greece seventeen centuries later, conjures a picture of a depopulated, even desolate terrain full of ruins which yet breathes the spirit of glories past. Of course this was a partial view – the Greece of Pausanias’ day had undergone something of an economic and cultural revival under philhellene emperors; but it was true enough to suit his purpose. While Baedeker (1st edition 1882)2 prints a passionate quotation from Byron on the title verso – ‘Sacred ground is here, where you also tread, / Dust, which never bore anything mean’ – Pausanias’ rhetoric is that of the scholar and stoic: his description will allow the facts to speak for themselves.


The retrieval of those facts, the sifting of the grain from the chaff, the unemotional report of sanctuaries violated or cities pillaged, or of the wounds the Greeks inflicted on themselves through the internal strife that has brought them low, or finally the studied recall of an heroic past that is still present in the whispering ghosts he describes at Marathon – all this constitutes the author’s homage to an idea and an ideal.3 But the data alone would be valueless if not weighed in the context of a greater truth. ‘The English’, said Oscar Wilde, ‘are always degrading truths into facts. When a truth becomes a fact it loses all its intellectual value.’ This insight is not alien to the spirit of Pausanias, as we watch him patiently sifting through the encrustation of myths and folk traditions to arrive at a core of meaning, clearing a way through lumber that the Greek psyche has accumulated and hoarded for two millennia.


Pausanias tells us that the object of his work – probably carried out between 150 and 180 AD – was to report on ‘all things Greek’ (or, in another translation, ‘the whole of Greece’). What he in fact describes in the ten books of his periegesis (descriptive itinerary)4 is most of the Roman province of Achaia, omitting Aetolia and the Islands. His coverage therefore includes Attica, Boeotia and Phokis in Central Greece, the Argolid, Achaea, Elis, Arcadia, Messenia and Lakonia in the Peloponnese. Despite its puzzling omissions (Macedonia, Thrace, Aetolia, Acarnania and the Islands) this itinerary includes the places that Pausanias obviously regarded, and later generations have concurred in seeing, as the touchstones of Greek identity: Delphi, Athens, Olympia above all, but also Corinth, Sparta and Thebes. Only Delos is missing, but in fact he makes numerous references to Delos as well, for example, when dealing with the cult of Apollo elsewhere, or describing the decline of formerly bustling centres. In treating of these locations so redolent of Greek history and achievement, he has two major preoccupations, namely the cults, rituals and beliefs whose observance they preserved, and the monuments (chiefly sculpture and painting, to a lesser extent architecture) of the Archaic and Classical periods. With a few exceptions, he is little interested in either history or monuments later than the mid-second century BC, and his cultural ‘archaism’ in this respect shows that he shared the tastes of the revived Hellenism of his day.


In locating Greek identity in its beliefs and folk traditions, Pausanias naturally treated art as an adjunct to, or an expression of those traditions: this was perhaps what made him so attractive and intriguing a figure for Sir J.G. Frazer, the author of that sprawling anthropological miscellany, The Golden Bough. But Frazer began life as a Classicist and his translation and commentary on Pausanias remains a marvellous example of the scholarly and critical ideal that combines empathy with analysis. As Ernest Gellner has pointed out, the study of Pausanias awakened the anthropologist in him. ‘Classicists are, generally speaking, intellectual snobs,’ writes Gellner. ‘What attracts them in the classical world is its excellence – one might say its miraculous excellence. They are attracted by its outstanding achievements.’ Yet Pausanias, he claims, ‘focused not on the miraculous intellectual achievements of the Hellenes, which distinguish them from almost anyone else, but, on the contrary, on that superstitious underside of Hellenic culture which does not greatly distinguish the Greeks from anyone, if indeed it distinguishes them at all.’5 This is a sharp insight, but it is unlikely that Pausanias would have seen the force of it. He does not, unlike later guidebook authors, write as an outsider assessing some sort of Greek ‘contribution’ to the world, but as an insider who seems to want to remind the Greeks of who they are and where they came from. It is this aim that resonates with that of the pilgrim, ‘a journey into one’s identity in its topographic, cultural and spiritual resonances’, as Elsner puts it.6


Perhaps this is the reason that ghosts, visions and dreams play a significant role in Pausanias’ ‘landscapes of memory’, especially in his treatment of defining moments for Greek identity, such as occurred during the Persian Wars. At Marathon (site of the famous victory of the Athenians over a hugely superior Persian army in 490 BC) he says that ‘every night you can hear horses neighing and men fighting. No one who has expressly set himself to behold this vision has ever got any good from it, but the spirits are not angered with such as in ignorance chance to be spectators.’7 This passage leaps from the page precisely because Pausanias’ description of this site, so crucial to the Greeks’ perception of themselves, their role in history and their perception of the other, is otherwise so circumstantial, analytical and dispassionate.


‘Marathon’, he states laconically, ‘is where the barbarians landed in Attica, were beaten in battle, and lost some ships as they retreated. The grave on the plain is that of the Athenians [the burial mound is there to this day]; there are stones on it carved with the names of the dead in their tribes. The other grave is that of the Plataians, Boiotians, and slaves; this was the first battle in which slaves fought.’8 The complete self-effacement of the author in this passage, his discretion and absence of emotional intensity is typical of him. It is from his selection of topics for a highly selective account that we learn about his real preoccupations, down to the intriguing historical detail that Marathon was the first battle where slaves fought alongside their masters. And in this too he looks forward to the ostensibly ‘neutral’ texts of future guidebooks, especially those aimed at the culturally aware and historically literate (Baedeker, Guide Bleu or the English Blue Guides), where the ‘neutrality’ itself is part of the author’s strategy of persuasion. As Susan E. Alcock puts it: ‘such a presentation can be perceived as a rhetorical authoritative stance, designed to give Pausanias’ personal and select narrative the status of an unchallengeable account’.9


PAUSANIAS’ GUIDEBOOK: ITS METHODOLOGY AND SELECTION OF MATERIAL



The form of his work is undoubtedly that of a guide: the individual books (ten in all) begin with an account of the focal point of the region dealt with; this description is then generally followed by those of alternative routes away from that point, although Pausanias would nowadays be getting letters from irate readers, since he fails to say when he has silently retraced his steps to the centre in order to start a fresh excursion. This method has led scholars to suggest that the Book(s) were intended to be used on the spot, while others point to the fact that the work would have been ‘handwritten on relatively thick papyrus or leather sheets . . . too bulky for carrying around, to say nothing of being too valuable’.10
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