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INTRODUCTION



‘42’
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Douglas Adams, in his series of spoof sci-fi novels The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979–1992), has a supercomputer provide the answer to the question of ‘life, the universe and everything’: ‘42’. When the galactic voyagers fail to understand this answer, they are told that the reason is that they do not understand the question. The author was inundated with queries, calculations and observations from readers intrigued to unravel the cosmic significance of this magic number. Of course, as he pointed out over and over again, there was no significance. 42 was a figure plucked from the air. It was a joke.


But a joke is not funny if it does not relate to recognisable human experience. The fact is that from some point in the early history of Homo sapiens (‘reasoning man’) we have been asking ourselves, ‘What’s it all about?’; ‘What on Earth (literally) are we doing stuck on this speck of rock spinning in space?’


Broadly speaking, we have always responded in two ways to the mystery of being: we have explored nature and supernature. The first method of inquiry we call ‘science’, an intellectual discipline that restricts itself to the study of the material universe. The second is much more difficult to define. It embraces religion, philosophy and the arts and is based on the assumption that man is not confined by materiality; that he is possessed of a soul and is related to another sphere of existence which is above and beyond what we experience with our five senses. Both of these are responses to the problems of ‘life, the universe and everything’ and they are not mutually exclusive. If they were it would be impossible for anyone to be a dedicated scientist and, at the same time, sincerely religious.


We can, of course, choose to regard them as incompatible. The Christian fundamentalist may insist that the theory of evolution contradicts biblical revelation about the Creator and is, therefore, wrong. The atheist fundamentalist may assert that nothing whatsoever lies beyond the material universe. Both of these are faith statements, quite incapable of proof. If we set them aside, we discover between the two extremist positions a vivid and multi-coloured intellectual tapestry which forms an important part in the history of our civilisation. In the following pages we will explore one vital ‘panel’ of that tapestry – the world of changing ideas that existed between the years 1450 and 1750; between the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.


So far, I have said nothing about ‘superstition’. There are two reasons for this: the word is difficult (perhaps impossible) to define and it is emotionally loaded. No dictionary that I have consulted offers a wholly satisfactory definition of the word. The Oxford English Dictionary’s headline explanation is: ‘Unreasoning awe or fear of something unknown, mysterious or imaginary, esp. in connection with religion’. Merriam-Webster gives us: ‘A belief or way of believing based on fear of the unknown, any faith in magic or luck’. Google offers: ‘Excessively credulous belief in or reverence for the supernatural’.


I could go on but the result would only be more confusion. Who decides what degree of belief is ‘excessive’? Why is it ‘unreasoning’ to be in awe of the immensity and complexity of a universe we are scarcely beginning to understand? And is it not questionable to lump together ‘magic’, ‘luck’, ‘mystery’ and ‘religion’? Irrational phobia of the number thirteen is scarcely in the same league as acceptance of the theory of final causes – the idea that everything that exists does so for a specific purpose – debated by philosophers, theologians and scientists from Aristotle to Dawkins. Throughout history all manner of beliefs have been dismissed as ‘superstitious’. Plato applied the term to fear of the Greek gods. St Paul found the very multiplicity of deities worshipped in Athens superstitious. Luther rejected as superstition certain practices officially sanctioned by the Pope. David Hume believed that superstition was the outworking of ‘certain unaccountable terrors and apprehensions’ inherent in the human mind. It seems that ‘superstition’ is simply a pejorative term used by anyone to describe beliefs or practices to which he/she does not happen to subscribe. Since we need reasonable precision as the basis for our study, I am going to stick my neck out and offer my own definition of ‘superstition’. It is something, I suggest, that we all experience to a greater or lesser degree, our psychological response to the unknown, a response that appropriately should comprise intelligence, humility and respect.


The historian’s task is not to promote belief or disbelief, or to define ‘truth’. What I shall be attempting in the following pages is to record the activities and opinions of some of the great thinkers who contributed to the debate about ‘life, the universe and everything’. It would, however, be unfair if I did not come clean about two of my own preconceptions. The first is a rejection of the concept of ‘progress’. To assert that we are on an upward journey from ignorance to enlightenment, savagery to civilisation, darkness to light is simply to fly in the face of what our own common sense reveals about contemporary humanity. When 80 per cent of the world’s population live below the poverty line we can scarcely claim to have ‘peaked’ in terms of progress. To conquer killer diseases or place probes on distant planets are phenomenal achievements but they do not make us ‘better’ people. It is not the discovery of new knowledge that provides a basis for moral judgements about society. What matters is the use we make of that knowledge. Every age has to be judged by its own criteria. That is why I shall not simply be treading the well-worn path ‘from Petrarch to Hume’, which represents the great thinkers of the period as intellectual milestones on a pilgrimage of inevitable human progress ‘from Dark Ages to Enlightenment’. Human history is not so obligingly simple. This book is called Superstition AND Science, not Superstition TO Science, because in all ages the two are interwoven.


My second preconception is that we must see the great intellects – whose discoveries and inventions we rightly celebrate – not as cloistered solitaries, immune to what was happening beyond the protective walls of their own genius. They did not exist in a parallel universe. They were in and of the world. They were affected by the same tumults, tragedies and triumphs that shaped the lives of their contemporaries. Their discoveries and inventions were, in part, responses to the issues of the day. If we do not see John Dee, Galileo, Descartes, Newton and the rest as men of their times we do not see them at all. And we must see them warts and all; their failures as well as their successes – the independence of thought that led to enlightenment and the blinkered vision that restricted their accomplishments – in effect, the entanglement of superstition and science in all their reasoning. The pioneer thinkers in the field of what Francis Bacon would call ‘natural philosophy’ are those who, along with artists, theologians, musicians and all liberated thinkers, have helped us to explore the complexities of our shared humanity and the cosmos to which each of us pays a fleeting visit. I hope that their stories will help us to arrive at more satisfying answers to the big questions than ‘42’.





CHAPTER ONE



New wine and old wineskins
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Medieval Europe=Western Christendom. The culture of what we rather foolishly call the European ‘continent’ was Christian. What defined the western chunk of the Euro-Asian landmass was not its physical geography but its adherence to a despised minority religion founded in Palestine which became the official creed of the Roman Empire in the early fourth century A.D. For the next millennium Christendom had two power centres: Rome and Constantinople. Then, in 1453, the eastern capital fell to the invading Muslim army. Thereafter the history of ‘East’ and ‘West’, roughly divided by the valleys of the Danube and the Vistula, diverged radically, one region being contested by the Ottoman and Muscovite empires and the other blighted by conflict between powerful political regimes ruled from Madrid, Vienna and Paris. The only ‘misfit’ in this geographical/political/cultural map was the ancient Muslim enclave of Granada in southern Spain and, by 1500, that had been overrun by the Christian Reconquista.


Culturally, all roads in the West led to Rome. It was not only the religious life of Europe that was unified through networks of dioceses, parishes and monasteries; science was also the preserve of the Church. Yes, science. Despite historian Edward Gibbon’s assertion that the Church supplanted ‘in an unnecessarily destructive way the great culture that preceded it’, pursuit of knowledge in all its forms continued in abbeys, royal courts and, later, universities throughout what became known as the Dark Ages and the Middle Ages. It was the fourteenth-century poet Petrarch who coined the term ‘Dark Ages’ as a means of dismissing the debased Latin of the preceding centuries, but it was given wider meaning by post-Enlightenment scholars to identify what they considered to be a sunless chasm of ignorance and barbarity lying between the fertile intellectual uplands of the late Classical and the Renaissance eras. The truth is much more complex. Stagnation there certainly was. This was, in part, due to the frequent dislocation of civil society. But there was also intellectual vitality, interest in the wisdom of the past and discovery of fresh wisdom. Though now rejected by scholars, the term ‘Dark Ages’ still occasionally raises its head, so it might be as well to get it out of the way, once and for all.


The Roman Empire died like an exhausted predatory beast whose resources were, finally, inadequate for the task of overpowering all the rivals by which it was surrounded. Those rivals were also engaged in their own territorial conflicts, which continued after the last legions had withdrawn. They lacked the technical know-how and also the will to maintain the relics of their conquered foe – the roads, aqueducts, villas and temples, as well as the political, religious and social institutions of which those structures were the sloughed-off skin.


But by no means did that signify that the northern tribes were ‘uncultured’. They have left plenty of evidence of creativity and ingenuity. Numerous ‘treasures’ retrieved by archaeologists at widespread sites indicate high levels of artistic achievement. Nor was it only in matters of personal adornment for the wealthy that Dark Age technology excelled. Among the inventions of the post-Roman world were the wheeled plough and the water-driven mill. (By 1086, when William the Conqueror commissioned the Domesday survey, there were 5,624 such mills operating throughout England). It has sometimes been asserted that the decay of Roman roads proves the backwardness and insularity of European communities, but if such ‘highways’ were abandoned it was for good, practical reasons. Imperial roads were built for marching men and existed to facilitate conquest and political control. They were not made, nor were they suitable, for civilian trade and transport. They were narrow, stone-topped and not well-suited for the wagons that played an increasingly important part in Dark Age economies.


It is significant that one of the prominent figures in northern mythologies was Völund or Wayland, the smith. This semi-divine hero was the subject of numerous Nordic and Germanic legends. It was believed that he could fly and manifest other magical properties. Swords forged by him were invincible. His helmets and chainmail had especially protective properties. In England it was said that if a horseman left his mount with some money outside Wayland’s Smithy, a long barrow in Oxfordshire, he would return to find the animal expertly shod. Such tales are an early example of supernatural gifts being associated with technical skill. Ironworkers were so important to their communities, their craft of fashioning weapons and tools from crude metal so mysterious and the noise and fire of their workshops so impressive, that it is not surprising that they should have been thought to possess superhuman attributes. Blacksmiths not only provided conventional weapons, armour and farm implements; they invented new ways of doing things. For example, the ‘simple’ development of the iron horseshoe brought about enormous changes in everyday life. Once a suitable harness had been invented, horses replaced oxen as draft animals. A horse could plough a field twice as quickly as an ox. New transport possibilities led, in turn, to innovations in the construction of wagons. Wheel brakes and pivoting front axles were just two of the improvements made by the application of the smith’s ‘science’.


We might explore other changes to everyday life which demonstrated the ingenuity and ever-developing techniques of Dark Age craftsmen: three-field agriculture employing crop rotation, fish-farming and the building of ships suitable for northern waters. When the inheritors of Roman buildings demolished them it was not because they were too ignorant or too resentful to make use of them. It was because they could make better use of the stone – for bridges, walls, churches and manor houses for the leaders of local society.


Even warfare benefitted from the development of new technology. In 732 Charles Martel, King of the Franks, led the first recorded charge of mounted knights, a formidable fighting force made possible by the development of stirrups and high-cantle saddles. During the post-Roman centuries European society did not descend into a slough of barbarism; it evolved, developing its own cultural dynamic.


When we turn from technology to the realm of aesthetics – to matters of the soul, rather than the body – to art, music, intellectual enquiry, and the pursuit of scientia – we find ourselves in that remarkable institution, the Christian Church. In the fading empire the men who inherited the leadership of society – emperors, praetors, quaestors, tribunes and aediles and other officials – were Christians. Their beliefs and ethics shaped the society of the later Roman world, gradually absorbing old religions and philosophies. The official religion of the post-Constantine empire was robust. It was clear about its basic tenets but also able to adjust to changing circumstances in a turbulent world. Late Roman Christianity was, within well-defined boundaries, adaptable while the raisons d’être of the empire itself were not, and that, in large measure, explains why the faith of the Nazarene Carpenter prevailed. Victorian poet Algernon Charles Swinburne accurately observed it – and deplored it: ‘Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean, the world has grown grey from thy breath’. Yet even his nostalgic paganism acknowledged the revolutionary new ethic of Christianity:


O Gods dethroned and deceased, cast forth, wiped out in a day!


From your wrath is the world released, redeemed from your chains, men say.


New Gods are crowned in the city: their flowers have broken your rods;


They are merciful, clothed with pity, the young compassionate Gods.


Algernon Swinburne, ‘Hymn to Proserpine’


But that is only part and scarcely half of the picture. The importance of the Christian Church lay as much in what it preserved as in what it destroyed. As the inadequacies of the old order became progressively more apparent, the new faith was able to ‘deal with the sterility or incoherence produced by its predecessor, account for the previous difficulty in doing so, and carry out these tasks “in a way which exhibits some fundamental continuity of the new . . . structures with the shared beliefs in terms of which the traditions of inquiry had been defined up to that point”’.*


The administrators, churchmen and scholars of Europe in transition were reared in the literature of the classical world and maintained a respect and admiration for the philosophers, poets and historians of Greece and Rome. It was in the monasteries of the Dark Ages that scholars collected and copied old manuscripts for their libraries. Their collections were not comprehensive but they did preserve several important philosophical works. In doing so they pondered the relationship of the classical greats to the Bible and to their own theologians. This involved them in juggling three intellectual balls. They had revelation in the shape of their sacred scriptures. From the ancient masters they had philosophy based on speculation. And those same masters offered science supported by empirical observation.


It was Plato (c.427–c.347 BC) and his pupil, Aristotle (384–322 BC), who had the greatest influence on the development of Western philosophy in the years AD 500–1000. Essential to the reasoning of both these men (and to most leaders of Greek thought in the pre-Christian era) was a divide between matter and spirit. They embraced monotheism because the bevy of Olympian deities worshipped by their contemporaries was not capable of providing answers to their questions about the nature and purpose of the cosmos. They did not believe in a creator god because it seemed manifest to them that the material universe was eternal.


Plato, however, insisted that life must have meaning. His observation of the way everything functions led him to insist on the existence of final causes. There must be some rational entity outside material reality who fashioned crude matter into the myriad forms available to human senses and who produced each form for its own purpose. It is not difficult to see why medieval teachers latched onto this ‘argument from design’ as supporting evidence for the existence of the Christian God. But for Plato this being was remote and ultimately unknowable. Building on the dualism between pure essence and impure matter, the philosopher insisted that this same dualism was fundamental to the human condition. Man possessed a ‘rational’ soul within an imperfect and corruptible body. His felicity lay in curbing, as far as possible, his natural passions, so that his higher self could achieve intellectual enlightenment. By this self-control, not only would he lead the virtuous life, he would also be able to promote justice, peace and harmony in his society. Because the enlightened soul seeks greater unity with the divine, it seeks greater understanding of the natural world, for it is by investigating how things are that the philosopher is led to consider why things are – i.e. final causes. Abstract science had an important part to play in this process. For example, Plato projected the opinion that ‘geometry is knowledge of the eternally existent’.


Aristotle is considered by many to be the greatest polymath the world has ever seen. He studied physics – by which he meant all aspects of the natural world – what seventeenth-century thinkers would call ‘natural philosophy’ and what would later become divided into the various ‘natural sciences’. From there he moved into the realm of metaphysics (usually, though not strictly accurately, defined as ‘higher physics’), which covers the implications of scientific discovery for abstract issues such as space, time and human nature.


His approach involved a combination of empiricism and speculation and there was no sense in which the latter was totally dependent on the former. He undertook a prodigious amount of hands-on research. He dissected numerous animals, examined the hive life of bees and calculated the movements of heavenly bodies. But his theorising was not always based on careful observation. He followed Hippocrates in asserting that the functioning of the human body was governed by the interaction of four ‘humours’ – blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. He also stated that the speed at which objects fall to Earth is directly proportionate to their weight (something that simple experimentation would have disproved).


Such discoveries and reflections were among the intellectual baggage handed on to medieval scholars from their ancient forebears. Generations of monastic teachers and students treated this legacy with reverence and brought classical learning to bear on their theology. But did Greek thought provide the essential motivational force in the development of European scientific culture?


Rapid intellectual and material progress began as soon as Europeans escaped from the stultifying grip of Roman repression and mistaken Greek idealism.*


That statement by Professor Stark in his thought-provoking study, The Victory of Reason, challenges any simplistic concept of the relationship between the classical and early medieval worlds that regards the former as a high peak of civilisation and the latter as a descent into barbarism. Viewed in a wider historical perspective, the Roman Empire was just one of a number of aggressive ancient states based on slave labour and military might. Its pagan rulers claimed semi-divine authority. The minority of free subjects only possessed identity insofar as they were citizens, members of a corporate entity. Even during the period of the Republic (509–27 BC), political influence was only wielded by a small elite within this minority.


Because successive rulers had at their disposal a vast reservoir of slave labour as well as the goods brought to the capital and to regional centres by farmers and merchants, they were able to create an impressive lifestyle for their wealthy elite, making possible the enjoyment of art and literature and leaving to posterity an impressive heritage of private and public buildings and monuments. None of that should conceal the fact that it was a brutal regime, dependent on a well-trained army and sustained by conquest that ultimately collapsed because of its inherent structural weaknesses. But, as often observed, ‘Conquered Greece conquered Rome’. This Mediterranean superpower absorbed much of Greek civilisation and became its conduit to the ages that followed. Senators employed Greek teachers for their children and scribes translated Greek writings into Latin. To be sophisticated in Roman society was to ‘think Greek’ and much of this culture survived when the power of the empire crumbled. In later centuries, Hellenistic philosophy entered the mainstream of European scholarship via Muslim and Jewish thinkers (see p. 12). Meanwhile, Europe’s monasteries preserved and assimilated the incomplete elements of Greek philosophy that they could access.


Within their walls the speculations and scientific observations of the Greeks met with a third and more powerful strand of knowledge – revelation. Christian scholars applauded the endeavours of the old philosophers who had built stairways reaching into the clouds of the divine unknown but their Gospel spoke of the knowable God whose sunlight shafts had broken through from the clear, blue heaven. This it was that provided the motive force for medieval scientific thinking. In the closing years of the eighth century, the Northumbrian monk Alcuin travelled to Aachen to become principal of the court school set up by Charlemagne, the great emperor of the Franks. Among the correspondence of king and teacher that has survived is this observation by Alcuin of the intellectual basis of government in a Christian state:


Many follow your well-known interest that a new Athens is being created in France, indeed a far finer one. For that which is ennobled by the teaching of our lord Christ surpasses all academic education; that which had only Plato’s teaching owed its reputation to the seven arts, while ours is enriched by the seven-fold Spirit and so excels all earthly wisdom.*


Yet there remains a paradox at the heart of early medieval scientific endeavour. On the one hand, Christian theology turned the key and admitted the scientific quest into an intellectual mansion with numerous (potentially innumerable) rooms. Because the Creator had chosen to reveal himself it was possible for man to explore his works, to marvel at them and to render to him due worship. Not only was it possible; it was imperative for him to do so.


Give thanks to the Lord because he is good;


His love is eternal,


Who can tell all the great things he has done?


Who can praise him enough?


Happy are those who obey his commands,


Who always do what is right.


‘Psalm 106’, 1:3


So ran one of the Psalms that were part of the daily ritual in abbeys and cathedrals throughout Western Christendom. Knowledge, worship and ethics were inseparable. Thus, for example, Bede, the seventh-century monk of Jarrow, is best known for his Ecclesiastical History but his writing embraced several disciplines and included On the Nature of Things and On the Reckoning of Time. Adjusting the calendar by reference to the relationship of Earth and Sun was important because it affected the calculation of the correct date of Easter. Bede was bringing scientific calculation into line with a coherent Christian theology – and making no distinction between the two. Much the same could be said of the scholars whose mathematical studies helped them to develop musical notation, a stepping stone from Gregorian chant to more complex polyphony.


Yet, on the other hand, while ecclesiastical librarians and teachers preserved the books of ancient wisdom, often keeping them safe while war and turmoil raged beyond the monastery walls, they regarded them with a veneration that discouraged debate. Not only was it regarded as heresy to dispute traditional interpretations of Holy Scripture, it was considered the next worst thing to heresy to disagree with the Greek pioneers of philosophy and science. Thus, although Bede demonstrated inaccuracies in the Julian calendar, these inaccuracies were not acknowledged and addressed until the old system was replaced by the Gregorian calendar almost eight centuries later.


It was in the ‘practical sciences’, where abstract disciplines merged into what we might call technology, that men had more freedom to discover new things and make use of them. Nowhere was the appliance of science more clearly apparent than in the development of church-building. It has often been observed that Gothic cath edrals and churches were scholasticism in stone (scholasticism being the intricate and demanding higher education system that had evolved by the eleventh century).


Like the numerous all-embracing encyclopaedic constructions of ‘high’ scholasticism . . . the Gothic cathedral embodied the entire system of Christian knowledge and expressed the ‘visible logic’ of the cosmos.*


In the construction of these remarkable buildings, abstract mathematics came together with understanding of the qualities of stone and seasoned timber to produce intricate miracles of design for the glory of the Christian God.


Meanwhile, the Church had bestowed its greatest gift on European culture – universities: the new centres of learning which, by the mid-twelfth century, had begun to replace monastic and cathedral schools. Bologna, Paris, Oxford and other centres became the predominant purveyors of intellectual excellence. The courses they offered harked back to Plato’s definition of the liberal arts and there was now a deepened interest in Aristotelian logic fuelled by rediscovered works preserved in Islamic libraries (see below). The student began his studies with the trivium – grammar, logic and rhetoric – then moved on to the quadrivium – arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy. Having laid this foundation, the brightest scholars were ready to work for degrees in law, medicine or theology (the ‘queen of the sciences’). Teaching took the form of two activities – the lecture and the disputation. Students were instructed in the wisdom of the past and the great doctors of the Church who had added to this depository through their own commentaries on the Bible and the Church Fathers. They were also trained in the art of dialectic – how to argue about the application of inherited truth to contemporary issues and problems.


What has been called the twelfth-century renaissance was just one of a number of periods of high culture that punctuated the Middle Ages. The love of learning fostered over the centuries in European schools, monasteries and the first universities produced a growing class of ‘professional’ scholars. The threadbare academic was a familiar figure long before Chaucer immortalised the Clerk of Oxford in his Canterbury Tales:


He would rather have at his bed’s head


Twenty books bound in black and red


Of Aristotle and his philosophy


Than rich apparel, fiddle or gay psaltery . . .


Every penny he could wheedle out of friends


Was spent on books and learning . . .


Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The General
Prologue’, The Canterbury Tales, 1478


What the poet presents to us is the representative of a type; the member of an easily recognised class of unbeneficed clergy: the wandering scholars (clerici vagantes), who were devoted to learning and travelled long distances to track down rare manuscripts or sit at the feet of famous teachers. At times of comparative international peace there were hundreds of these peripatetic, knowledge-hungry men pilgrimaging freely along the network of roads that connected monasteries and other centres of learning. Thus it was that Western Christians made closer contact with Eastern Christians and also with their Muslim counterparts. In the libraries of the Byzantine Church and in Arabic schools in the Levant, Spain and Sicily they discovered hitherto unfamiliar ancient Greek texts and the commentaries of Muslim and Jewish scholars. These included the geographical and cosmographical works of the second-century Greco-Egyptian writer, Ptolemy, who, as well as conceiving a world map accepted as authoritative for a thousand years, made accurate observations of stellar movements, thus enabling horoscopes to be cast more accurately.


At this point some mention must be made of astronomy/ astrology (the terms were interchangeable in pre-Renaissance Europe) which enjoyed a sudden flowering in the twelfth century. Study of the heavens had long been important to Christian monks, who had to read the night sky to know the right time for their offices during the hours of darkness and, as we have seen, scholars like Bede were concerned about calculating the appropriate timing of major festivals. But this area of research had other implications. Greek philosophy had imbued such studies with pseudo-magical content. To them it seemed self-evident that the movement of the ‘stars in their courses’ was directly related to the conduct of human affairs.


Early medieval scholars were ambivalent about astrology. Augustine rejected the idea that our fate is written in the stars because that would make a nonsense of free will. However, Boethius, who wrote his Consolations of Philosophy around AD 520, argued that, while human will is free, human nature is subject to the same immutability of Providence that governs the heavenly spheres. Even the Bible seemed to support the connection, for was not the birth of Christ heralded by the star that drew eastern astrologers to Bethlehem? Cures offered by monastic and other physicians were often believed to rely for their efficacy on the co-operation of the stars. For example, a tenth-century herbal remedy prescribed cannabis for the treatment of epilepsy and ordained that it must be ingested while the moon was in the sign of Virgo. The casting of horoscopes was based on the same principle, namely that there were propitious times for the undertaking of certain activities. Just as the movement of the Sun around the Earth determined the right seasons for planting and harvesting, so in all other human endeavours it was wise to fall into line with the divine design as mapped out in the heavens. Since most people – especially kings contemplating war and merchants investing money in trading ventures – aspired to see into the future, the skilled astrologer was sitting on a potential gold mine.


It is not surprising to discover that one area of scientific exploration that was not the sole preserve of monastic practitioners was medicine. Disease and disability were rife and the ranks of those who offered treatment to the afflicted ranged from the local wise woman, the village midwife and the fairground mountebank to serious students of the human body. Care for the sick was a traditional ingredient of the cloistered life and, over the centuries, infirmarians experimented with herbal remedies and minor surgical practices. However, medicine as an academic discipline was fostered in lay schools, few of which seem to have been connected to worship centres. That of Salerno is the earliest of which we have knowledge. It came into being in the ninth century. Here the physician Gariopontus (died c.1050) wrote Passionarius, the first manual of known diseases and their treatments. What is more remarkable for the times is that in this town there also lived and worked a group of women – the ‘Ladies of Salerno’. These, if the legends may be believed, were medical practitioners who plied their skills alongside men and even contributed to the literature of medical science.


Medicine, like law, was a very popular profession because it was very lucrative. That is not to say that many of the doctors did not apply themselves assiduously to the mastery of their craft. Yet few real advances were made in the Middle Ages, again because students were restricted by slavish veneration of the classical pioneers. The second-century physician, Galen, through his many writings, dominated medical science for one and a half millennia. He was as dogmatic as he was detailed. Like the standard works of scholastic theology, while providing an educational basis, his work also in hibited independent thought. Galen had asserted the importance of the study of anatomy. That was a significant breakthrough but, as in other areas of intellectual enquiry, speculation stood alongside empirical observation. Since experimentation on human corpses was forbidden, Galen based his deductions on the dissection of apes and pigs, asserting that their anatomies were similar to those of human beings.


It was through the writings and experiments of Arabic scholars that alchemy came to be established as a science in the West. Here we are entering the realm of ‘magic’. The (disputed) origin of the word exists somewhere in the activities of early Persian magi and embraces both knowledge and power. The wise man was the specialist who not only understood the secrets of nature, but could manipulate them to his advantage. According to the hermetic tradition, deep-rooted in Egyptian, Greek, Jewish and early Christian thought, the origins of all knowledge were to be found in writings supposedly set down by the mystical figure of Hermes Trismegistus in the very dawn of time, when God made available to man prisca theologia, the foundation of all religions and philosophies. Those initiated into the threefold arts of theurgy (divine working), astrology and alchemy were possessed of awesome power, including divination, the ability to conjure spirits, the authority to cast spells and the means of transforming matter.


One example must suffice to personalise the spread of arcane speculation among the intellectual and political elite of medieval Europe in the early part of the last millennium. The favourite philosopher/physician/astrologer at the cultured court of the thirteenth-century Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II, was known because of his country of origin as Michael Scot (1175–1232). This clericus vagans had travelled widely before joining the imperial retinue in Sicily but seems to have spent most of his time immersing himself in the hermetic teaching of Arabic, Jewish and Christian scholars in Spain, and reaching back to the ancient wisdom that predated all religions. Through such ecumenical groups, Greek and other early writings, hitherto unknown, reached the centres of European culture.


Among the twelfth-century translator-philosophers working in this intellectual forge were the Muslim, Averröes (1126–1198), and the Jew, Maimonides (1136–1204), both of whom laboured to reconcile classical wisdom with their respective religious traditions. The doctors of the Church similarly strove for a consensus between Aristotle and the Christian scriptures. The task was intricate and laborious. For example, how could a religious orthodoxy that insisted on a god who had created the universe be reconciled with the ‘infallible’ Aristotle, who had taught that matter is eternal?


But, to return to Michael Scot, thanks to his writings we have a record of the sort of problems exercising the minds of intelligent thirteenth-century enquirers. Frederick II posed to his court philosopher a number of questions, such as, how high is heaven in relation to Earth? Where is hell? Where is purgatory? There was nothing naïve or foolish about these questions. Given the accepted cosmography of the time, which placed Earth at the centre of a series of extrinsic circles reaching to the stars and beyond, it was reasonable for the emperor to expect his philosophers to provide him with detailed knowledge of the divine map.


By the late Middle Ages two contrary forces were at work in the intellectual life of Europe. On the one hand the Church continued to develop educational institutions and encourage rational inquiry. On the other it inhibited any developments that might be regarded as critical of received wisdom. Inevitably, these two impulses eventually clashed – violently. In 1022 a group of heretics were burned to death at Orleans. This was the first such execution to be sanctioned in more than 640 years but, over the next few centuries, heresy trials became increasingly frequent. Earnest men and women rejected aspects of official doctrine and some were prepared to die for their alternative faith. Few of them rejected the Christian basics. The majority were people who, for one reason or another, could not square the behaviour and teaching of their priests with what their intellects told them about God, nature and morality. One aspect of rebellion was anti-clericalism: critics of the ecclesiastical hierarchy were angry that clergy who wielded such power over them – in this world and the next – did not practise the holiness they advocated. Allied to this was scepticism about aspects of doctrine and custom. The wealth accumulated by the Church from clerical fees, the business of pilgrimage and ecclesiastical taxes began to smell of exploitation. It was but a short step to the questioning of some aspects of traditional teaching. Free-thinkers suggested that the Church had wandered into error and betrayed the Gospel entrusted to its care. Education was spreading and ceasing to be an exclusively clerical preserve. The development of legal and medical studies, as well as the growth of international trade, fostered new ways of thinking. Intelligent laymen (and, indeed, some clergy) read the Bible for themselves (in Latin originally, but increasingly in European vernaculars as portions of Scripture were translated) and decided that errors had resulted from the scholastic process of studying what generations of revered doctors of the Church said about the Bible, rather than getting to grips with the foundation document itself.


Ironically, it was the phenomenon of heretics coming to the thousand-year-old text with a new curiosity and excitement that alarmed the upholders of traditional interpretation.


The secret mysteries of the faith ought not . . . to be explained to all men in all places . . . For such is the depth of divine Scripture that not only the simple and illiterate but also the prudent and learned are not fully sufficient to try to understand it.*


So declared Pope Innocent III in 1215 and behind that directive lay a fear that honest enquiry into the workings of God in his Creation might weaken the Church’s control of intellectual endeavour. Unlike the very pioneers of Christian thought whose reputation he sought to protect, Innocent regarded ancient wisdom not as a spur, encouraging the intellect to gallop forward, but as a bridle to hold it in check.


But no pope could fasten a padlock on all enquiring minds. Within ten years the greatest philosophical theologian of the Middle Ages was born. Thomas Aquinas was a brilliant dialectician who entered the debate on the relationship between Aristotelianism and Christian belief. He made his intentions quite clear: ‘The study of philosophy is not done in order to know what men have thought, but rather to know how truth herself stands’*. His approach was essentially empirical: the search for truth must start from what is; what can be observed. That divides into two categories: the natural order perceived by the physical senses; and supernatural reality, which comes from divine revelation. Enlightenment derives from the application of reason – to both sources of knowledge. Since God is the originator of both, they cannot be in conflict. Aquinas produced a prodigious amount of written argument embracing a wide range of topics including theology, philosophy and ethics but his main concern (as developed in his hugely influential Summa Theologiae) was to employ logic in defence of Christian belief.


Other thinkers of the time were more involved in what we regard as ‘experimental science’. Roger Bacon, a close contemporary of Aquinas, has acquired a spurious reputation as a ‘real scientist ahead of his time’. In fact, he was very much a scholar of his time, well versed in languages, ancient and modern, and an eager student of Muslim and Jewish thinkers. His passions embraced optics, mathematics and astronomy, as well as theology. He fought against the closed-mindedness of those who paid overmuch regard to the revered doctors of the Church instead of personal experience. Among his oft-repeated aphorisms is his statement about fire: someone who had never seen it might be convinced by reasoned argument that it burns but he would not know this until he thrust his hand into the flames. This does not mean that he was a forerunner of the post-Enlightenment materialist who could only trust what he could see, hear, taste, smell or touch. For Bacon there were two kinds of experience – that gained from the physical senses and that embraced by internal experience acquired by mystical communion with God. It is significant that Aquinas, Bacon and other like-minded adventurous thinkers found themselves in trouble with their ecclesiastical superiors, not because of their ‘dabbling’ in physical science, but because they were religious reformers challenging Church leaders to be more effective. Bacon, for example, urged his contemporaries to study the Bible in its original languages instead of relying on centuries of hackneyed interpretation.


We have, at last, arrived at the threshold of ‘modern history’ and the subject of our study but this preamble has been, I believe, necessary in order to make clear the well-established pattern of intellectual development in the West. As Professor Stark has said, ‘The path to modern times did not suddenly open during the Renaissance any more than it sprang from the forehead of Zeus.’* Our civilisation evolved and our response to our environment was just one part of that process. Pioneer thinkers accumulated a growing body of scientia. But that was far from being the only gain made during these centuries. Philosophy, art, poetry and music helped to satisfy people’s emotional needs and religion was the pack horse on whose broad back they – and scientific enquiry – were carried. Although they were not always in accord, science and superstition travelled together during the centuries between the fall of Rome and the Renaissance. They continued to do so for a long while afterwards.


Nor was it only the rich and sophisticated who thought in these material terms. There was scarcely a church in Europe that did not feature as a major part of its décor a painted or sculpted ‘doom’. This pictured Christ, the Judge, seated on a rainbow and consigning the blessed to a paradisal garden and the damned to a dark, fire-emitting cavern from which demons emerged to drag them to eternal torment. Such images cohabited, in the minds of ordinary people, with ancient folklore and its tales of wood-sprites and wizards, elves and enchantments, potions and prophesies. In a world where life-expectancy was short and disease, famine and war were frequent visitors, most people did not discriminate nicely between those they turned to for supernatural aid. The fundamental questions in most minds were ‘How can I survive in this world and ensure safe passage to the world to come?’ and ‘What must I do to be saved?’


The church had developed its own magic to provide answers to these questions. Whatever philosophers and theologians might debate in the new universities, practical, everyday religion offered – nay, demanded acceptance of – a variety of spells, charms and rituals designed to improve behaviour in this world and ensure blessedness in the next. Holiness was attached to certain places and objects. The devout (or desperate) seeking cure for their ailments might travel to a distant shrine to touch a reliquary holding a fragment of some long-dead saint. Above all, they needed reassurance about the eternal destiny of themselves and their loved ones.


This affected burial rites. There was competition for acquiring ‘blessed’ grave sites in churches (the closer to the altar, the better). Some prominent members of society were buried in monastic habits. Official doctrine declared that after death the heaven-bound soul had to pass through a period of purification before being admitted to the presence of a holy God. According to the doctrine of purgatory evolved by the thirteenth century, the duration of this experience could be shortened by the prayers of the saints and of living clergy. Thus, the wealthy might buy masses to be performed regularly by priests. For example, Henry VII of England left funds for ten thousand masses to be performed immediately after his death in 1509 and another fortune for still more to be said in perpetuity. Poorer folk were left with little to rely on but their own virtue.


The mass was, indeed, powerful magic. Performed by a caste of priestly alchemists, it constituted the transmutation of bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. The awkward fact that the elements looked, smelled and tasted exactly the same after the celebrant had muttered his spell over them was disposed of by twelfth-century scholastic theologians with an argument based on the Aristotelian distinction between the substance of an object (i.e. its essence) and its accidents (its outward form). Thus, it was averred, consecration transformed the substance of bread and wine (their ‘breadness’ and ‘wineness’) while leaving the accidents unchanged.
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CHAPTER TWO



A magical world


[image: Illustration]


In 1500, the average life expectancy in Europe was thirty-three to forty, figures somewhat skewed by the high rate of child mortality, frequent epidemics and by social distinctions.


Some 30 per cent of infants died before the age of five. The majority of people were not well nourished and lived in what we would now consider slum conditions, in which disease and fire hazard lessened the likelihood of survival beyond forty. By contrast, the very different lifestyles of noble and mercantile families and of the cloistered inhabitants of monasteries and nunneries was reflected in their comparative longevity.


Death was an almost daily occurrence in most communities, and if people were tempted to close their eyes to it, they were reminded of its reality every time they entered a church or passed by a charnel house with vivid images of the skeletal ‘Dance of Death’ or the lurid ‘Last Judgement’ representations of Christ consigning the departed to heaven or hell. There can have been very few people who, when confronted by illness, injury or some other life-threatening circumstance, did not reflect on the question, ‘What must I do to be saved?’ The answers they found lay in the spiritual realm.


The Church provided access to that. Through its rituals it claimed to connect mortals with ‘the saints in glory’. Every medieval will began with the bequest of the testator’s soul to God with the plea that the Virgin Mary and the denizens of heaven would pray for it. As we have seen, those who could afford to do so left money for the performance of masses, so that on Earth priests could add their voices to those of the saints. It was in specific answer to the question, ‘What must I do to be saved?’ that the doctrine of purgatory had been further developed. Such beliefs were not unique to Christendom. Prayers and incantations for the dead pre-dated Jesus and were employed by the followers of other religions. They represent a very natural human reaction to the mysteries of life and death. But the medieval Western Church systematised purgatory, combining with classical cosmography the spiritual problems of the sinful soul’s achievement of perfection and acceptance into heaven.


Meanwhile we had come up to the mountain’s flank


There at its foot we found the rock so sheer,


Vainly would legs be limber on that bank.*


In the Divine Comedy Dante (1265–1321) pictured purgatory as a mountain (‘the Mount where Justice probeth us’). Its painful ascent represented the process by which the Christian soul could complete that process of sanctification that alone could fit it to enter the presence of God. Much influenced by Aristotelian concepts of vice and virtue, the Church taught that there were some sins that could not be fully atoned for in this life – hence the need for this intermediary stage. In Dante’s cosmography, paradise could only be reached from the summit of Mount Purgatory. It would then pass through the nine concentric spheres representing the nearer heavenly bodies and the fixed stars and so reach the Primum Mobile, the First Cause.


Dante’s masterpiece was poetic allegory but we should not think that it was totally distinct from official teaching about spiritual realities. The medieval mind (certainly the untrained medieval mind) made no distinction between the observable universe and the spiritual realm. For most people, the world beyond their own country (and, for some, even beyond their own market town) was a mystery. When travellers returned from distant lands with stories of monsters and men with faces in the middle of their chests they were readily believed, for no one had any knowledge to the contrary. Whether or not more sophisticated minds embraced the idea of purgatory as a place, such beliefs enabled people to engage their imagination and to relate life here to life hereafter.


To be sure of a short and successful passage through purgatory people had to avail themselves of the means of grace provided by the Church. These did not only apply to blessings in the world to come; medieval man was interested in making life as bearable as possible in the here-and-now. He believed that religious rituals enabled him to harness spiritual powers to help him deal with the crises of daily life. This was where relics came in. These were bodily fragments of dead saints or items associated with them, housed in churches and monasteries where the devout could gaze upon them and even touch them. Pilgrimage to such shrines fulfilled two purposes. Saints were believed to have authority over certain maladies and would respond to the prayers of the faithful by granting relief. For example, St Roch was good for plague, St Quirinus for deafness, St Apollonia for toothache and so on.


Visits to shrines and offerings made there also counted as pious deeds that merited reward. From this sprang the custom of granting ‘indulgences’ which, by the fourteenth century, normally took the form of certificates granting relief from specified periods of time in purgatory. Talismans, pilgrim badges and other items of holy significance were worn as charms against evil. Intelligent people, not unnaturally, wanted evidence that such religious paraphernalia actually worked. By way of response, they were offered miracles.


Miracles were the stock-in-trade of the Church. They were the ‘proofs’ of Christian truth and encouragements to faith. Central to the life of every believer were the sacraments and, particularly, the mass. Every priest was a routine wonder-worker. By intoning a few words over bread and wine, he was able to transform their nature into flesh and blood. As we have seen, over the centuries the Church had refined its explanation of what actually happened at the altar but sophisticated analysis of the ‘accidents’ of bread and wine and their ‘substance’ were lost on most worshippers. It was not their role to understand; they were simply present as spectators of priestly magic. This routine miracle was accepted and so it was not difficult for people to accept accounts of more dramatic happenings. Wondrous anecdotes featured prominently in sermons and were represented in stained glass and paint on the walls of churches. One of the early books in English published by William Caxton, who was thought to have introduced the printing press to England, was a 1483 translation of The Golden Legend, a lengthy collection of anecdotes about saints and martyrs, written two centuries earlier by Jacobus de Voragine, Archbishop of Genoa. A staple of preachers throughout Europe, the book became a runaway bestseller and went through nine editions in its first half-century. The kind of eye-widening stories about the miraculous power of holy relics that enthralled readers is illustrated by the tale of the pall of the martyr, St Agatha.


One year from the day of Agatha’s birth into the new life of heaven, the mountain that looms over Catania erupted and spewed a river of fire and molten rock down toward the city. Then crowds of pagans fled from the mountain to the saint’s tomb, snatched up the pall that covered it and hung it up in the path of the fire and . . . the stream of lava halted and did not advance a foot farther.*


Such wondrous tales may have impressed most medieval men and women but they also created problems for the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Theologians found themselves on the horns of a dilemma: how could they claim that miracles, performed by God in response to the petitions of the faithful, were different from signs and wonders manifested by magicians? If it was laudable to pray to the Virgin for blessing upon a commercial venture, why was it reprehensible to obtain a love potion from an apothecary or recite magical incantations to discover the identity of a thief? If both priests and magi presented themselves as conduits of supernatural power, what was the difference between them?


The stock answers to these questions were presented in such books as the Livre de Tresor, by the Florentine scholar Brunetto Latini (d. 1294). This prominent and talented notary served his native city in various capacities (despite having to spend several years in exile as a result of political faction fighting) but he is particularly famous for being the much-loved guardian of Dante Alighieri following the death of the poet’s father.


The Livre de Tresor, written during Latini’s sojourn in France, was the first European encyclopaedia. It described occult practices as originating from Zoroaster, the Persian philosopher/mystic/magician. He it was who ‘discovered the magic art of spells and other wicked words and wicked things . . . during the first two ages of the era that finished in the time of Abraham’*.


What distinguished pagan magic from Christian magic was the identity of the beings whose aid was being sought. Exegetes drew on references in the Bible and ancient Jewish texts to show that magicians obtained their powers from the conjuration of demons and that their motives were the pursuit of wealth and personal adulation. Jannes and Jambres were villains who, according to the Talmud, set themselves up in opposition to Moses. Simon Magus was a Samaritan magician who tried to buy the secret of divine power displayed by the apostle Philip. Christian tradition insisted that Simon had come to a sticky end by practising levitation and being returned precipitately to Earth by the prayers of Saints Peter and Paul.
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