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Praise for A. C. Grayling



‘A thoroughly enjoyable read’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Shows how much understanding people can gain about themselves and their world by reflecting on the lessons learned by science, the arts and history. Grayling, in his accessible prose, covers subjects as wide-ranging as Jane Austen’s Emma, Shakespeare, the Holocaust and the brain’



Irish Examiner (Cork)


‘This informative, witty collection of essays and reviews is loosely tied together by the idea that reflecting on the inner nature of things, the personal aspect of philosophy, happens most readily in the areas of the arts, history and science. As ever, Grayling, a prolific academic contributor to Prospect, The Times and other publications, is worth reading, partly for the sheer weight of knowledge he brings to bear … clearly a more intelligent book than 99 per cent of others, just consider its range: from Hitler to George Eliot to Shakespeare to Machiavelli to the Brontës to Virgil to Old Testament battles … A smashing bedside companion’


Times Literary Supplement


‘A dazzling display of [Grayling’s] versatility. He writes with equal ease about the arts, history and the sciences … The first lesson any reader will take from this book is that we should throw open the windows and doors of the mental house in which we live, to read more widely, to question more insistently, to think more broadly … There are also pieces which raise questions that you cannot put to one side as you put down the book: the essay on Hitler and art leaves the reader deeply troubled about the meaning of beauty and its relationship with power and hatred’


The Tablet


‘These essays on science, the arts and history examine what they offer to our understanding of ourselves and the world around us’


New Scientist
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‘… and let us take upon’s the mystery of things …’



KING LEAR
William Shakespeare
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Alan Gottlieb: healer, sportsman, philosopher, friend





Introduction


Knowledge is a great treasure, but there is one thing higher than knowledge, and that is understanding. Mere information by itself is worth little, unless it is arranged in ways that make sense to its possessors, and enable them to act effectively and to live well. To make sense of information – to understand it – one has to put it into fruitful relationship with other information, and grasp the meaning of that relationship; which implies finding patterns, learning lessons, drawing inferences, and as a result seeing the whole. This task – achieving understanding – is par excellence the task of philosophy.


There are many resources people can use to attain understanding, but three are of special value to philosophy, because they supply the best materials for reflection. They are science, history, and the arts. These enterprises are lenses that bring into focus the three connected things we most wish to grasp: the world of nature, the nature of humanity, and the value in both.


The essays that follow, loosely grouped according to each of the categories in question, aim in brief and accessible ways to illustrate what they offer to thought. The essays are vignettes, offering suggestions rather than disquisitions; they are intended to prompt interest rather than exhaustively to satisfy it, for the best understanding comes from seeking understanding for oneself; and they therefore do no more than sample, hint, and sketch.


All the topics touched upon here merit, and indeed elsewhere receive, full and detailed discussion by relevant experts. This is as it should be. But one duty of the philosopher is to assemble reminders, as a service to the conversation of mankind, about the variety of humanity’s investigations into the world and itself.


An important ancillary aim of these short essays is to remind readers of what might at first seem a paradox: that human genius has done much, and promises much, in the way of removing the mystery from many things in our world; and that at the same time it recognises and honours the mystery in things too. The first kind of mystery is the mystery of ignorance, which breeds fear and anxiety, hampers progress, generates superstition and nonsense, and in one or all of these ways is the source of much human suffering. That, therefore, is bad mystery. The second kind of mystery – good mystery – is the mystery of beauty and sentiment, such as is found in the natural world and in the best aspects of the human heart. It is the source of the value we attach to music and the arts, to friendship and love, to pleasure, to discovery, and to things that lie too deep for tears. This mystery belongs to the world of nature and humanity, and has nothing to do with the first kind, although people are always too quick to assimilate them. To find the truth about the mystery of things, the two kinds have to be distinguished apart, and known for what they are; and there is no clearer way of doing so than through the philosophical lessons taught by science, history and the arts.


Philosophy was once the possession of all educated people, before academic professionalisation abducted it from them, and turned it into an arcanum of technicality. I know: in another guise I am a guilty party to the proceeding. This is not to asperse my fellow professionals in philosophy in respect of their gifts, but rather their use of them. William Hazlitt can be quoted to effect here: the investigations conducted by today’s philosophers are


lost in the labyrinths of intellectual abstraction, or intricacies of language. The complaint so often made, and here repeated, is not of the want of power in these men, but of the waste of it; not of the absence of genius, but the abuse of it. They had (many of them) great talents committed to their trust, richness of thought, and depth of feeling; but they chose to hide them (as much as they possibly could) under a false show of learning and unmeaning subtlety. From the style which they had systematically adopted, they thought nothing done till they had perverted simplicity into affectation, and spoiled nature by art. They seemed to think there was an irreconcilable opposition between genius, as well as grace and nature; tried to do without, or else constantly to thwart her; left nothing to her outward ‘impress’, or spontaneous impulses, but made a point of twisting and torturing almost every subject they took in hand, till they had fitted it to the mould of their own self-opinion and the previous fabrications of their own fancy, like those who pen acrostics in the shape of pyramids, and cut out trees into the form of peacocks. Their chief aim is to make you wonder at the writer, not to interest you in the subject; and by an incessant craving after admiration, they have lost what they might have gained with less extravagance and affectation.


Here, then, drawn from essays and reviews, are miscellanies – intentionally very various – of remarks on the arts, history and science, offered as reminders of the richnesses these pursuits yield for reflection, and as prompts to the latter. And of course the latter matters – it hardly needs repeating – for Socrates’ reason: that the best life is the life informed and considered.


I have reprinted an essay and some passages from earlier collections because they are needed for the structural sense of their contexts here. They are: the essay ‘History’ (the version here is longer) and some paragraphs on pages 56, 86 and 133–4. Needing to iterate the points there made, I chose to reprise rather than rephrase, to make the most direct connection with the earlier contexts.


All the essays here originated as articles or reviews, and I am grateful to the newspapers and journals where they first appeared for the platform they provided. They include the Financial Times, Guardian, Observer, Literary Review, Independent on Sunday, New York Times Book Review, and the New Statesman.





A Miscellany of Arts






Art, War, and Power


Art and war usually lie at the opposite ends of human experience, although they meet sometimes in literature, where shocked perceptions find immediate expression in poetry, or recollection in prose. But the fine arts presuppose peace; the opportunity for the creation of painting and sculpture, and the repose needed for their enjoyment, are fruits of tranquillity.


What, then, when art and war enter a different relationship, when destructive, mobile, all-embracing modern war threatens to incinerate art galleries, demolish cathedrals and museums, reduce statues to rubble, annihilate in seconds the rich distillations of culture that have formed over centuries? It is a contemporary phenomenon that when countries set their armies upon each other, everything is at risk, human lives and cultural treasures most of all.


One of the least known facets of the Second World War is the fate suffered in it by European art, not least for the unlucky reason that both Hitler and Goering were fanatical art collectors. The latter was catholic in his taste, but the former possessed something importantly different from taste, namely, an uncanny understanding of the role of aesthetics in constructing and maintaining power. Of course, he also knew what he liked and disliked: he liked nineteenth-century German paintings, and he disliked ‘degenerate art’, which meant Impressionism, Expressionism, Cubism, and anything that looked distorted or ‘unfinished’. Paintings that looked ‘unfinished’ sent him into a rage.


As these remarks imply, there was another difference between Hitler and Goering in their attitude to art. Whereas the latter collected for himself, crowding his vast and vulgar palace of Carinhall with every sort of painting and statue, Hitler had imperial ambitions. He wished to turn his Austrian home town of Linz into one of four great cultural centres of the Reich. His plans for a magnificent public art gallery in Linz meant that the best art plundered from Jews and conquered neighbouring countries was destined to hang there. By the end of the war the Linz gallery had accumulated 8,000 pictures, nearly double the holding built up over a much longer period at Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum.


But the Linz plan was merely one corner of a vast displacement of art around Europe during Hitler’s twelve years, caused by many factors. The Nazis sold ‘degenerate’ art abroad to earn foreign currency. They looted art from Jews and from occupied territories. The experience of the Prado collection during Spain’s Civil War persuaded curators everywhere in Europe, including Britain, to make plans for safeguarding works of art against air attack; so, as soon as hostilities impended, tens of thousands of paintings, statues, objets d’art, rare books and manuscripts were transported into the cellars of castles beyond the Loire, quarries in Wales, and storerooms of monasteries in remote corners of the Italian countryside.


With their usual thoroughness the German occupying administrations in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Holland and France – after some resistance, in this last case, from the military government in occupied Paris – appropriated vast stores of art. Guises of legitimacy were devised: any German art later than AD 1500 was ‘returned’ to the Fatherland on the grounds that it had been stolen in earlier wars. Jewish-owned art was simply confiscated along with furniture and other goods. Public art collections were ‘safeguarded’, an official euphemism for theft. Goering bought his art at prices he himself fixed; low if he wished to keep the piece, high if he planned to sell on.


When the Allies invaded first Italy and then Normandy, they took with them a desperately understaffed group of men with barely any official status, detailed to protect the cultural treasures that would be encountered in battle areas. This heroic group managed much with their slender resources. Their greatest triumph, arguably, was in preventing the United States from appropriating works of art from Germany by way of war reparations. A batch of 200 pictures was shipped from the American zone in Germany to Washington not long after the zone was established, where they might have formed part of a handsome covering for the National Gallery’s then under-occupied wall spaces. But there was a vociferous protest from this group of courageous American ‘Monuments’ officers in Germany, and in the resulting controversy the United States returned the works after they had been displayed to huge crowds at galleries in various cities.


For this, and for their work in rescuing and protecting art in the collapse of Europe at the close of the war, the Allies’ Monuments men turn out to be heroes of an important tale. It is a tale without an ending, because many works that vanished during the war are still missing; and some great achievements in material culture were destroyed and can never be replaced. And that, in the end, is the real danger in what happens when art and war mix.


But let us return to Hitler as imperial art-collector. It is hard to disagree with Thomas Mann’s judgment that Hitler was a genius. An evil genius, certainly; a man of vile beliefs, a racist, megalomaniac and warmonger, standing at the epicentre of a vast earthquake of human suffering and destruction, a murderer who, at the head of a gang of murderers, plunged civilisation into a horrific debacle. Genius is not essential to disaster; stupidity is just as likely to achieve it. But in the case of Hitler’s assault on history, genius was required – warped, misapplied, fuelled by hatred and wild racial dreams of empire: but genius nonetheless.


The proof lies as much in Hitler’s grasp of the aesthetics of power as in his political successes and early military achievements. There is a photograph of him intently inspecting a large model of his native city, a model not representing Linz as it was but as he planned to refashion it according to his ideal of a City of Culture, with a huge art gallery, a tower from which a theme from Bruckner’s Fourth would play on special occasions, a vast square before a colonnaded opera house, and much else. The photograph shows Hitler as he saw himself: a man of refinement, of the arts, intent on building not merely a thousand-year Reich but a cultural empire that would surpass the most glorious examples of antiquity.


What is chilling is that the photograph was taken on 13 February 1945 in Hitler’s bunker beneath Berlin, as the Russians and the Western allies approached. He still dreamed of cultural glories, which the tiresome necessity of war (for living space for the German people; for the destruction of the Jews and Bolsheviks; for the enslavement of Slavs) was postponing. In 1940, fulminating at Churchill’s refusal to make peace, he complained, ‘It is a pity that I have to wage war on account of that drunk instead of serving the works of peace.’ He meant it; throughout the war, and for all the years he was in power before it, he spoke constantly of his grand Culture State aspirations, in which splendid buildings, art galleries, opera houses, beautiful motorways (the autobahn was an aesthetic object for Hitler) and grand city spaces, would proclaim the triumph of the Aryan spirit.


Hitler conceived of culture not just as the goal of power, but as the means of acquiring and maintaining it. The great Nazi rallies, the uniforms, the emblems and flags – most of them personally designed by Hitler, who took a detailed interest in everything from uniform badges to motorway bridges, from opera houses to the original Porsche Volkswagen, contributing his own surprisingly skilful drawings of all of them – were intended as theatrical props, and Hitler used them brilliantly. A photograph showing a Nuremberg night rally in 1936, with scores of serried searchlights making a ‘cathedral of light’ to 25,000 feet, perfectly illustrates Hitler’s use of grandeur. He understood spectacle; his designs for civic buildings, galleries and concert halls, city squares, curving marble colonnades, fountains and domes, together with his attitude to music and art, were of a piece with his employment of mass parades and rallies of uniformed followers, at which he unleashed his carefully crafted (and elaborately rehearsed) oratorical skills, to hypnotise an entire nation into dazzled acquiescence and active support. He was a self-created superstar; he thrilled his people; and the whole set-up of goose-stepping, Swastika-carrying, stiff-arm-saluting massed ranks of SA and SS, Hitler Youth, gymnasts, soldiers, and crowds chanting ‘Heil Hitler’, contributed the chorus for his Dionysian grand opera.


The obverse of this coin was Hitler’s detestation for everything in art and music produced by ‘modernists, liberals, Bolsheviks, Jews, and internationalists’. In his view all such were sick; they poisoned culture; proof of their degeneration lay in the screechings and disharmonies of contemporary music and the ugly distortions of modern art, proving that the Jews and Bolsheviks who created them must have congenitally perverted hearing and genetically deformed eyesight. Modernists were ‘criminals of world culture … imbeciles … incompetents, cheats, madmen … [the] Jewish–Bolshevik mockery of art’ was the work of ‘diseased imagination’; its perpetrators deserved to be ‘in prison or the madhouse’.


And this as usual was not mere rhetoric. Within months of Hitler’s coming to power the orchestras and opera houses, and the art schools and galleries, began to empty of Jews and other undesirables. ‘Jewish’ works vanished from the repertoire; Modernist paintings vanished likewise from gallery walls. There was no sphere of the arts where Hitler’s ultra-conservative tastes and grandiose visions for an improved Aryan version of antique glories did not have sweeping effects. The devastation of Germany’s rich musical and artistic heritage was quickly achieved; the attempt to produce suitably National Socialist paintings and operas floundered; and in any case Hitler’s paradoxical whims had to be catered for. For example, he began by hating Franz Lehar’s operettas as degenerate works – and Lehar, a Hungarian who had married a Jewess, might therefore have followed them into Nazi oblivion – but then Hitler came to like them, and they were saved. Goebbels had often to issue diktats on whether this or that composer, conductor, painter or writer was to have his Jewish ancestry overlooked; in a moment of frankness he acknowledged that if he did not, German culture would be reduced to three names. In this intriguing admission lie the seeds of a hope: that art might be able to defeat war and other madnesses at last.





Alberti and the Renaissance


Fifteenth-century Italy’s mixture of propitious circumstances and extraordinary individuals was so rich that it could hardly help being the crucible of the Renaissance. Recovery of the classical past, growing wealth, a culture of patronage, and the special characteristics of Italian city-states and their forms of government, forged a setting exactly apt for the flowering of individual genius. The painters, sculptors, architect-engineers, poets and scholars of that epoch have become iconic, as have their patrons – the popes and great families such as the Medici, Este and Gonzaga – who presided over the epoch, making it one of the most magnificent in the history of art and thought.


It has become fashionable to deride the idea of the Renaissance. Affectedly world-weary postmoderns describe the standard view of it as Burckhardtian simplisticism, even to the point of denying that there was such a thing as a Renaissance at all. This absurdity is refuted by the exemplary individuals whose lives express the character of the period, the ‘universal men’ for whom everything relating to the subject of mankind – literature, all art including architecture, and theoretical speculation addressing every aspect of human experience – counted as one grand, pressing and beautiful pursuit. From Federigo da Montefeltro, duke of Urbino – who had Aristotle read to him at breakfast before taking the field at the head of his professional mercenary army – to the unqualified genius of Leonardo da Vinci, the span of endeavour was broad and its products outstanding, as we can to this day see if we have eyes in our heads.


Leon Battista Alberti was a significant figure in this age of sumptuous achievement. He is best known for his classic little work On Painting, which systematised the technical side of that art according to perceptive and intelligent rules based on the teaching, so Alberti insisted, of nature itself. ‘Beauty is a form of sympathy and consonance of the parts within a whole,’ he later wrote in his treatise on architecture, a relationship he called concinnitas and which he described in terms of ‘definite number, outline and position’. His aesthetic and technical principles went hand in hand, and were drawn from a close study of classical antiquity, of which he was one of the leading revivers.


Alberti was born in Genoa in 1404, the bastard son of a wealthy and distinguished family exiled from Florence, and he died at Rome in 1472. He studied classics and law, and became in effect a civil servant in the papal court. His service there earned him benefices and respect, and his many-sided genius, which ranged from writing plays to antiquarian studies, from authoritative treatises on the arts to the practice of architecture and town-planning, made him much admired and respected by his contemporaries. His biographer Anthony Grafton suggests that his influence on contemporaries and successors was various and important. He was instrumental in reviving classical simplicity in architecture, modelled on what he had learned from his scholarly studies of Roman ruins. He urged painters and sculptors to study anatomy, not just of the nude but of the bone and sinew under the skin; and within years of the publication of On Painting painters were regularly doing so. He championed the work of the great artist-engineers like Brunelleschi; for him, as for the Renaissance’s practitioners in the field, engineering was an art inseparable from the others. In his writings, in both Latin and Italian, he helped forge a vocabulary apt for the expression of the new technical pursuits of the Renaissance arts, and he also contributed substantially to moral and social debate.


It was in working to ‘create a rich and responsive social world: to make … not only an art of composition, but a model for all forms of intellectual and artistic community’, as Grafton puts it, that Alberti deserves most praise. He was a true humanist, believing that individuals could attain high things if they schooled themselves with discipline and dedication. He was as at home in mathematics as in the literature of Latin antiquity, and he saw – as we in our age of fragmented specialisms often fail to see – that everything is connected and mutually fructive. That is the true spirit of Renaissance humanism.





Art and the East


Gentile Bellini was lent by his employers, the Senate of Venice, to the Ottoman court at Istanbul in 1479, and there painted a famous portrait of Sultan Mehmet II. That picture now belongs to London’s National Gallery, where until recently it was thought to be a mere copy. Its secure attribution to Bellini resulted from an improved understanding of relations between Renaissance Europe and its ‘Eastern’ neighbours, the borders between which were far more porous and reciprocal than standard histories recognise. In the tradition of Burckhardt these latter have treated the European Renaissance as a self-enclosed phenomenon, its back turned to the ‘Other’ of the East. But this tradition was intriguingly challenged by Lisa Jardine and Jerry Brotton in their Global Interests: Renaissance Art between East and West. They persuasively argue that the opposite of the Burckhardt view is true; that indeed there is a revolutionary story waiting to be told about the mutual gaze of West and East and the true nature of the Renaissance. ‘Who knows what unfamiliar cultural identities we will discover upon which to ground a future, enriched understanding of ourselves,’ they ask, ‘once we have breached the boundaries of our own historical prejudice?’ The point is not merely historical: a new understanding of those relationships, they suggest, could make today’s world a better place.


Jardine and Brotton argue their case by looking at three highly portable objects of appreciation and desire: portrait medals, tapestries, and horses. There is no question that all three were objects of trade and cultural influence between European polities and the Ottoman empire, as an abundance of examples show, so it is clear that the authors have an excellent case to make when they say that we are mistaken if we persist in thinking of the European Renaissance as an hermetically sealed historical entity. Carpaccio’s paintings of the legend of St George in the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni in Venice, full of sumptuous turbans and gowns, and the Ottoman rug covering the table in Holbein’s The Ambassadors, are just two of the powerful proofs they can call upon to put the point beyond dispute.


In their concern to dismantle the Burckhardtian conception of the Renaissance with its intrinsically defined opposition to the darkly strange and exotically negative Eastern Other, the authors focus mainly on the century between 1450 and 1550. This time slice appears well suited to their case, because it is the first century after Constantinople fell to the Ottomans (that fateful event occurred in May 1453), and it is also a high period for traditional Renaissance studies, with so much to explore in Italy alone that hard-pressed art historians might be forgiven for neglecting the bazaars and horse-marts of Baghdad and elsewhere in furthering their researches.


But this choice of focus prompts questions. A critic might argue that we need to be more precise about where and what the ‘East’ is. The long-standing relation of Venice to the more accessible quarters of the world beyond its lagoon identifies a familiar Middle Eastern ‘East’, capable of mediating goods and influences from further afield – as far even as China – which Venice herself then passed westwards. But the authors’ story about the horse trade has Portuguese ships traversing the Indian ocean between Goa and Aden too, so that the range of the Other in the story – including as it does Tunis and the North African coast – becomes diffuse as it engages with the question specifically of European art influences. Yet as soon as it does so one remembers that most of this putative Eastern Other had in fact not only been long familiar to Europeans, but in important respects it was not even Other.


One reason is that Islam was already an old and intimate neighbour. It had reached as far into the heart of Europe as Poitiers long before – in 733 to be precise – and its empire in Spain was very close to the European centre of gravity in the seven intervening centuries. At the same time, Constantinople was part of Europe until 1453, and remained a factor in its history for long afterwards; accordingly, one good reason why contacts between the Ottoman world and Europe were so rich until the Balkan wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries closed borders and minds, was that it continued to be populated by Europeans for a long time after the conquest. It was full of Greek and Venetian Christians, among others, who travelled back and forth as they always had done, trading in both directions in the old way.


A third point is that the seven Crusades – and in particular the settlement by European orders in and around Palestine after the first of them, living in close proximity (despite frequent conflict) with the ideological Other – made the parties mutually very familiar. All this is tantamount to saying that when it comes to the period of the European Renaissance, its history indeed includes the ‘East’, but not as a ‘negotiation’ between ‘widely separated cultural spheres’ as the authors put it, but rather as – in effect – integral to itself. There is no real East–West divide in the period, but a garden-fence quarrel, almost a family quarrel, over one (admittedly large) set of opinions. The ‘wide separation’ came later, a product of the violent relationship that arose when the military adventurism of the Ottomans renewed Europe’s sense of threat.


It is true that the substance of this point – which is what concerns the authors most – has been lost in the nineteenth-century construction of the story of Renaissance art, and they therefore do a service in stating it so clearly. Cultural history needs the wider perspective they enjoin and, as their reflections suggest, it is a mistake to think one can satisfactorily explain anything about the European continent – its art, the growth of its science, its social, political and religious history – in ignorance of its deep relations with its eastern and southern margins.





Bruegel (sic), Breughel (sic), and Brueghel (sic)


Pieter Bruegel’s two sons spelled their surnames differently not only from their father but from each other, and are now accordingly known as Pieter Breughel the Younger and Jan Brueghel the Elder. The confusion thus caused among newcomers to Bruegel–Breughel–Brueghel work does not stop there, for the sons painted multiple copies of their father’s work, often so faithfully that, unless they hang side by side, the amateur eye must peer hard to distinguish them.


Bruegel and his sons are the chief figures in a Flemish artistic dynasty that flourished for generations. Pieter the Younger and Jan the Elder interpreted and transformed their father’s legacy – and no doubt, exploited it – both repeatedly painting copies of their father’s popular works because, as businessmen making a living, they had every reason to see the Bruegel reputation as excellent capital.


The elder Pieter Bruegel’s productive life was a short one. He was born about 1528 and died in 1569 when his sons were aged five and one. (Jan was the younger. As these dates show, the elder son could have had little if any direct instruction from his father.) After visiting Italy in the early 1550s – and being overwhelmed by Alpine scenery, imaginative reconstructions of which thereafter pervaded his work – Bruegel made a living by drawing for engravers, especially those employed by the publisher Hieronymous Cock of Antwerp. In the last eight years of his life he painted for a small group of private clients; all his great works date from this period. He painted scenes of peasant life, illustrations of proverbs, town-scapes, and religious subjects blended into large sociological observations of his contemporary world. Hieronymus Bosch was an influence, but Bruegel transcended his influences; he painted with a wholly original perceptiveness and wit that enhanced the already substantial popularity of genre painting.


Bruegel’s genius lies in intimately and often humorously observed documentary detail. His work is full of ebullient life and uncompromising naturalism. In some of his paintings the central event – St Paul struck blind, Christ collapsing under the cross’s weight – is almost lost in the middle distance of a tumultuously crowded scene, every corner of which throngs with incident, gesture and emotion, a byplay of subplots that completely seduce the eye. His intention is to show how epochs occur in the midst of the great flood of daily life, often unnoticed while some momentarily noisier, ephemeral event usurps centre stage. Thus he showed life as it is, busy and hard, full of struggle, against the backdrop of which the festivals, weddings, games and dances he depicted make perfect sense in the riotous abandon of the relief they provide. Peasants caper, booze, urinate against walls, paw each other with the erotic clumsiness of mating goats. Dutch bagpipes skirl over the scene, rough clay mugs slop over with ale as they are raised in toasts. Bruegel faces lie at the opposite end of the scale from, say, Botticelli faces; they are comic in their ugliness, belonging to a species different from the angelic beauties of Italian art. His peasants seem vaguely related to the comfortable, pink-cheeked grandees of Rubens and van Dyck, but the relation is blurred by poverty, cold winter winds, and intimate proximity with the swine and kine who share the peasants’ low-thatched dwellings.


There is nonetheless something mysterious in Bruegel. Dutch foregrounds contrast with Italian backgrounds, painted as if with different palettes in different moods. Thick-nosed Flemish peasants cut wood or tramp through snow before us, while in the distance a Mediterranean tempest smashes a fleet, or Icarus plummets to an unnoticed death, with mountains rising in the background above great winding rivers, castles adorning their escarpments. The incongruities are intentional, and powerful.


With this achievement as one’s reference, it is easy to form a judgment of the sons’ work. Without question, Jan the Elder is by far the better artist of the two – indeed, he is a great artist. Where Pieter the Younger’s imitations of Bruegel’s work are flat, wooden, and barely focused, Jan’s are distinguished by excellent draughtsmanship and the high skills of a miniaturist. Although he readily and plausibly imitated his father’s Flemish palette and textures, his independent work is decidedly Italian in its colouring, to which he added his famous velvet finish (he was known as ‘Velvet Brueghel’ accordingly). His flower paintings are especially relevant as expressions of his genius, because they so magnificently display both the observational powers and the fineness of technique that he exported and developed from his father’s genre works.


This essay began in the spirit of Confucius’s ‘Rectification of Names’, and might as well end that way. Does the confusion of spellings of the Bruegel name complicate its pronunciation? The Flemish ‘ue’ rhymes with ‘fur’, the German ‘eu’ with ‘boy’. The latter pronunciation for ‘Bruegel’ has become common; some of the cognoscenti resist it. In light of the fact that the tiny race of Flemings has contributed disproportionately to the art and music of Europe, they seem at least entitled to have their names pronounced their own way. No doubt Confucius – in Mandarin Chinese he is called ‘Gongzi’ (pronounced ‘Gong zer’) – would agree.





Art and Nature


Art and courage have always served the advance of knowledge, but never so strikingly as in the period between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, when the world first came under the systematic eye of European science. This is testified by the work of artists and naturalists who accompanied the likes of Captain Cook and Matthew Flinders on their epic voyages of inquiry to the far sides of the globe. Under their command, intrepid enthusiasts took sketchbooks and collecting jars into storm-ridden blanks on the navigation charts, and brought back visions of nature previously undreamed by the European mind.


To eager imaginations waiting at home to see what the voyagers had discovered, it mattered that drawings and paintings should be accurate, that specimens should be representative, and that written reports should be complete. The non-sailors serving as the eyes of the scientific world were subject to their ship’s captain and his larger imperatives of trade or survey, and therefore had to snatch their opportunities when they could. And they did so at occasional risk of drowning, disease, or even murder at the hands of affronted inhabitants of the new worlds they explored. Their story, and their work, brings together artworks and biological specimens to illustrate a great chapter in the history of knowledge, made possible by the mutual services rendered by art and science before C. P. Snow’s ‘two cultures’ drifted apart.
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