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        The world’s great age begins anew,




        The golden years return . . .




        A loftier Hellas rears its mountains




        From waves serener far . . .




        Shelley, Hellas




        ‘There’s a frightful great fountain, too, in front of the steps, all rocks and sort of carved animals. You never saw such a thing.’




        ‘Yes, Hooper, I did. I’ve been here before . . .’




        I had been there before. I knew all about it.




        Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited
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INTRODUCTION




    God’s long funeral is over, and we are back where we started. Two thousand years of history have melted into the back story, which nobody reads any more. We have returned to Year Zero, AD 0, or rather 0 CE, because we are in the Common Era now, the Years of Our Lord having expired.




    So much about the society that is now emerging bears an astonishing resemblance to the most prominent features of what we call the classical world – its institutions, its priorities, its recreations, its physics, its sexual morality, its food, its politics, even its religion. Often without our being in the least aware of it, the ways in which we live our rich and varied lives correspond, almost eerily so, to the ways in which the Greeks and Romans lived theirs. Whether we are eating and drinking, bathing or exercising or making love, pondering, admiring or enquiring, our habits of thought and action, our diversions and concentrations recall theirs. It is as though the 1,500 years after the fall of Rome had been time out from traditional ways of being human.




    These similarities do not arise out of conscious imitation of Greek and Roman models, as they did in the Renaissance when artists and architects and philosophers actively sought to revive the best of the ancient world. Today’s ‘classical revival’ seems to have arisen naturally, out of our new situation, for the most part without our noticing. Now and then, it is true, we have an inkling that we are engaged in some activity in a style that recalls the way the Greeks or the Romans did it, but we do not perceive how systematic the resemblance is or how deep it goes.




    Let me pause for a moment and try to make clear what this book is about. Most people are aware of the right answer to the question that John Cleese asks in The Life of Brian: ‘What have the Romans ever done for us?’ Like the Galilean peasants in the film, we murmur hesitantly, ‘Well, there’s the aqueducts . . . and the drains and the roads and the underfloor heating . . . and medicine and education . . . oh and the wine.’ If we include the contribution of the Greeks too, then we must acknowledge that we owe half our vocabulary to their dead languages, that their doctors identified and named most of our organs and the diseases which afflict them – arthritis, bronchitis, cancer – that their philosophers invented the language which philosophers have used ever since, that their builders devised the orders of architecture which are still around us today. Our classical inheritance is visible whenever we choose to look down into a book or up at the skyline of Trafalgar Square, or the Place de la Concorde or downtown Washington DC. However hard we try to shake ourselves free and proclaim that we are uniquely independent, freshly minted, unprecedentedly modern, our debt to the achievements of Greece and Rome remains with us.




    But that is not what I am talking about in this book. That debt, that inheritance has been staring us in the face for two millennia. It is not a new discovery. What I am suggesting here is something quite different and of much more recent origin. What I want to focus on is the way we live now. By ‘now’ I mean any period from the past five years to the past half-century, depending on the context. By ‘we’ I mean especially ‘we in Britain’ but also more generally ‘we in Europe and North America’. And what I want to argue is that our present habits, our enthusiasms, our preoccupations and our world-view don’t just carry in them some interesting traces of the civilization that crumbled when Rome crumbled. In a weird but exact way, they often reproduce the mindsets of Rome under the early emperors and – more weirdly still – of the Greek colonies scattered across the Eastern Aegean between, roughly, 550 and 250 BC. The questions I want to explore are not about how much we owe to the Greeks and the Romans, but about how much we are like them, how in so many ways, large and small, trivial and profound, we are them and they are us.




    In fact, the vogue for films and books showing what the Romans did for us suggests that, half-consciously, we are groping towards an understanding of what we are, a perception of some deeper closeness to the classical world. And this is a far more unsettling thing than merely listing the devices we have inherited from our ingenious ancestors. We are not just making an inventory, we are reaching out across an abyss.




    This is unnerving in the same way it is unnerving when you go into a strange room or see a strange view through a gap in the hedge and think, ‘I have been here before.’ We pride ourselves, after all, on the uniqueness of our perspective. We are the heirs of all the ages. We know so much more than our fathers and forefathers. This is not because we are cleverer. It is because we enjoy the advantages of their achievements. As Sir Isaac Newton said, ‘If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.’ For that reason, we tend to regard our modernity as a culmination. There has been nothing like it in history before and, whisper it gently, nothing to match it. All human history has been tending towards Us.




    Now this is not how earlier generations have always regarded themselves. On the contrary, they often thought of themselves as having fallen away from previous ages, of having become decadent, in their art, or in their morality, or their religion or their politics, or even in the wit and style of their society. The best they could hope for, the most they could aspire to was to try to restart the motors, to midwife some laborious rebirth of the old glories, to stage a ‘renaissance’.




    This idea of ‘renaissance’ makes moderns decidedly uncomfortable. How can we claim to be so unprecedentedly new if we spend time and effort on reviving and recreating defunct patterns of life? Modern professors and commentators dislike the idea so much that they have tried to prove that there was never any such thing.1 The New Historicist school of historians, led by the charismatic Stephen Greenblatt, have persuaded most of their colleagues to say as little as possible about ‘the Renaissance’. Much better to call that period by a quite different name: ‘the early modern period’.




    This term ‘early modern’ is now all but universal among today’s historians. Yet if you stop to think about it, the phrase is a rather queer one. How peculiar it is to examine a large slice of history, three centuries and more, predominantly in the light of how its tendencies foreshadow and enable the emergence of Us. All historians operate to some extent within the preconceptions and preoccupations of their own time. But has there ever been a generation before which has proclaimed so proudly and loudly that the birth of the modern is the only birth that counts?




    But the awkward fact remains that cultural leaders in those ‘early modern’ years believed that what they were seeing around them and were themselves helping to create was a rebirth of the old learning and the old art. In his Lives of the Painters, published in 1550 and immensely popular then and ever since, Giorgio Vasari used the term ‘Rinascimento’ in precisely this sense, perhaps for the first time ever. He argues the case with simplicity and clarity: the arts had reached perfection under the Greeks, then went downhill under the Romans.2 Only after nearly 1,000 years of barbarous darkness and philistine destruction did the process of recovery and rebirth begin. For Vasari, there was nothing mysterious about ‘the process by which art has been reborn and achieved perfection in our own times’. It was a deliberately engineered Renaissance, achieved by consulting the best classical models that had survived.




    Not all the moderns of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were so confident that they had managed to equal, let alone surpass, the achievements of the ancient world. The France of Louis XIV was the first nation state to dominate European culture and politics in a way that recalled the magnificent dominance of ancient Rome. The Sun King’s reign from 1643 to 1715 came to be thought of as a glittering century, le grand siècle, great in its military prowess, in the splendour of its court, in the energy and brilliance of its art and literature. Yet it was this same Great Century, stretching over the second half of the seventeenth century and into the first quarter of the eighteenth, that was dogged by a nagging self-doubt: for all their wealth and splendour, were they really as great as the ancients on whom they so carefully modelled themselves? The querelle des anciens et des modernes raged on up to the last years of the Sun King’s reign. On one side of the quarrel were those who believed that imitation of the giants of Greece and Rome was the first duty of modern writers and artists but that they could not hope to surpass their models. La Fontaine did not dare to assert that his fables were any match for those he had borrowed from Aesop, despite the fact that, according to tradition, Aesop had been a mere slave living in the sixth century BC. La Bruyère felt equally inferior to Theophrastus, the sketch-writer of the third century BC, whose work he had translated and also heavily borrowed from for his own acute and delightful pen portraits.




    Others, though, believed that the French could and would reach heights never before achieved, if only they applied Reason and drew on the glorious traditions of their own nation. The advances of modern science were a sure indication that the modern era was destined not only to surpass the ancients but to continue an avenue of progress leading on far beyond their own horizon and out of sight.3




    The controversy flared up again in the early years of the next century. And it was only gradually over the following decades that the idea of human progress finally gained a secure grip on European minds, a grip which, despite the most appalling setbacks, it was never again to lose. Ironically, the most untroubled rhapsody on the subject was written at the height of the Terror by one of the Revolution’s most ardent supporters, the mathematician Condorcet, while he was on the run from Robespierre’s Red Guards. Condorcet’s Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progrès de l’esprit humain (1793–4) did just what it said on the tin. The book described ten epochs in which mankind progressed, stage by stage, from primitive society through the classical era to the invention of modern technologies such as printing and modern ideals such as the rights of man, leading to the ultimate liberation of mankind from tyranny and the triumph of reason, toleration and humanity. It was published posthumously after Condorcet died in mysterious circumstances, probably by taking poison, after he had been arrested and was almost certainly about to be guillotined.




    But ultimately Condorcet triumphed. We are now hard-wired to expect history to deliver progress, jerky, flawed progress marred by horrors usually of our own making, but progress nonetheless. We look back primarily in order to see how far we have moved on. And one central element in that ever-growing sense of self-confidence was the gradual exclusion of religion from the picture. Man had wriggled free of the divine plan. We were no longer the creation of the mind of God but the product of natural development.




    This wriggling-free was not accomplished without pain or regret. To extricate ourselves from religious belief was a slow and often agonizing process which left many heads muzzy with grief, disoriented in a universe that was suddenly without purpose or pathways. In such a time, only the most confident ideologues of progress could remain confident that they knew exactly where they were heading.




    What none of them would have dreamed of saying was that we might be retracing our steps. That would have been a deeply uncongenial thought. For part of the ideology of modernity is that we are moving forward and that we are going somewhere new. It is our novelty that comforts us. We are travellers who are thrilled to be told that we have reached the trackless quarter of the desert. Besides, it is better not to think too hard about what we have left behind.




    Our sense of newness is very precious to us now. It feels like the throb of life. We agonize whenever our social arteries look in danger of becoming sclerotic. We are terrified of seizing up. Anything that is even ten years old is pigeonholed as ‘retro’. The success of the TV series Life on Mars was that it recreated the 1970s as an unimaginably remote period. Chopping periods of time into smaller and smaller slices flatters our sense of movement. This ‘decadeitis’ is really quite recent. I can find no evidence before the Victorians that people referred even to centuries as possessing an aroma of their own. The first decade that was thought of in this way was the 1890s, the naughty fin de siècle of absinthe and Oscar Wilde. Now every decade, however recent, is diagnosed to have its own tang. So the last thing we wish to be told is that we have fallen back into ways pungently reminiscent, not of the 1920s or the 1820s but of the 20s AD or even the 420s BC. The lifestyle and mindset that we are re-enacting are those not of Noel Coward or the Prince Regent but of the contemporaries of Tiberius and Socrates.




    This book argues that, on the contrary, we have been on a round trip. We have sailed round the harbour and seen the glimmering, misty, limitless sea, and now after nearly 2,000 years we are back at the jetty we embarked from. It is the assumption behind this mini-odyssey through modernity that we can properly understand what we are seeing and experiencing only if we first understand that we have been here before. As we begin to explore some striking and concrete instances of our return to the world of the Greeks and Romans, I would like to apologize for disturbing the conventional faith in our unique and unprecedented novelty. And I can only apologize again when I reveal that this mini-odyssey is to begin in Swindon.




    One final warning. I am an unsteady guide to this new world. Sometimes I feel like a bewildered stranger in it, a character left over from an earlier epoch who struggles to find his way around, an unwilling passenger on a time machine he never took a ticket for. At other moments I am a creature of the times I was born into and as comfortable in my skin as anyone else around. There are times when I experience a surge of elation at being alive now, while still being startled at what ‘now’ is like. This journey has taken me from Harrogate and Leamington Spa to Paris and Rome, from the crags of western Turkey to the mountains of North Wales, from the banks of the River Shournagh in Co. Cork to the shores of the Nile, from Queen Victoria Street to the Baths of Caracalla. In all these inconstant moods and all these wanderings, what never leaves me is the feeling that, like it or not, we have come full circle.
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I




    THE BATH




    A Bigger Splash




    As a boy, I supported Swindon Town, ‘the Robins’ after their red-breasted shirts, but only because it was the nearest place that had a team in the Football League. Swindon was never anyone’s mecca, not the sort of place that you would actually choose to start an odyssey from. Yet if you are looking for somewhere to represent modern Britain, it is an appropriate spot. Swindon, after all, lies in the middle of the Golden Rectangle, or Golden Coffin as more lugubrious observers like to call it, that stretches from London to Bristol, reaching as far as Milton Keynes and Basingstoke at its northern and southern elbows, the heartland of new towns and new industries girdled by medium-rise office blocks and roundabouts and spotted laurels. A prosperous place, at least before the credit crunch, but nobody boasts of living there. It is in Swindon that Ricky Gervais sets his comedy of modern office life.




    Swindon has been modern for a long time, ever since that day in 1840 when Isambard Kingdom Brunel and his chief engineer Daniel Gooch threw a pebble, or according to another version a sandwich, from their picnic, to decide the exact site on the large-scale map where they would build the new engine works for the Great Western Railway. The pebble or sandwich fell next to the small market town of Swindon. Actually this story may be a legend. The pebble method was supposedly chosen, in times long pre-dating the invention of the sandwich, to fix the site of New Sarum, the modern Salisbury. That may be a legend too. The stone-throwing was probably first used to fix the site of Stonehenge.




    New Swindon soon dwarfed the unpretentious old town which had the misfortune to find itself at the junction of the Bristol and Cheltenham lines. Brunel and Gooch built not only the engines there but the carriages and the rails too. By the turn of the century there were more than 10,000 workers on site. But New Swindon was never a slum. In no time, Gooch, now Sir Daniel, was building model cottages for his workers. He used the creamy Bath stone that had been carved out of the excavations for Brunel’s famous Box Tunnel near by, then the longest railway tunnel in the world.4




    The GWR built a church too for its workers, paid for by the directors and several wealthy parishioners at the end of the line in Bristol. Only five years after Brunel and Gooch had fixed the site of the new works, there stood St Mark’s, Swindon, near the station on the Bristol side, a stone building all spikes and prickles, designed by the young Gilbert Scott who was to go on to design St Pancras.5




    But the GWR was as concerned for the body as for the soul of its workers. It is here at Swindon that you perceive the beginnings of the crucial transition in public welfare – from cleansing the soul to cleansing the body. The Great Western leads the Great Switch in official concern from the spiritual to the physical health of its workers. And in this department Gooch’s achievements were not only remarkable but wholly original and, to me, amazing. The GWR lost no time in setting up its own little private welfare state. There was the GWR Medical Fund which provided doctors and surgeons, an eye dispensary, a dentist’s practice, free artificial legs for employees who had been injured in railway accidents, and free funerals with the company’s own horse and hearse if all else failed. Then there was the Mechanics Institute with its eight baths and its dining room and lecture hall and reading room, all designed for ‘disseminating useful knowledge and encouraging rational amusement amongst all classes of people employed by the Company at Swindon’.




    Sir Daniel soon came to the conclusion that the baths inside the Institute were too poky for his ever-growing workforce, and so in the early 1860s he had a more splendid bath complex built across the road, which covers a whole modern city block and now includes, as well as a dozen baths for washing in, an Olympic-sized swimming pool with high windows filled with stained glass and iron arches swooping across the water like the great arches at Paddington Station. And finally inside this palace of splash Sir Daniel’s men installed something rare and wonderful, unheard of in Wiltshire for 1,500 years: Turkish baths.




    Well, we call them Turkish baths, and that is what is carved over the entrance: ‘WASHING & TURKISH BATHS’, but of course they are really Roman baths. When the Roman Empire split into two, the Western Empire let its baths fall into ruin, but the Eastern Empire carried on bathing into the reign of the Prophet. The capital of the Eastern Empire being Constantinople, it is in present-day Turkey that the tradition of public bathing continued most conspicuously much as the Romans had left it. In Disraeli’s novel Coningsby (1844), the mysterious omniscient stranger, later revealed to be Sidonia, says: ‘The East is the land of the bath. Moses and Mahomet made cleanliness a religion.’ But that is a misunderstanding of history, though a common one. It was Greek and Roman civilization – what we think of as the West – which put public bathing at the centre of its social life. The Turkish hammam is simply the surviving fraction of the Roman imperial tradition. This is no sentimental myth like the Brunel pebble/sandwich. The great historian of the bath, Fikret Yegül, says firmly in his masterly Baths and Bathing in Classical Antiquity (1992) that: ‘Turkish baths are the direct and only descendant of this long line of baths and bathing cultures.’




    So when Sir Daniel insisted on installing these unheard-of Turkish baths for his workers, he was doing so in more or less direct imitation of those Roman emperors who competed as to which of them could build the largest and most splendid baths for the populace. His idea of rational amusement for the lower orders was exactly the same as that of Diocletian and Hadrian and Caracalla. ‘Mens sana in corpore sano’. A clean and healthy mind in a clean and healthy body. ‘Ariston men hudor’. Water is best – the Greek slogan still inscribed over the entrance to the Roman baths at Bath, though inscribed by the Georgians rather than the Romans.




    The Romans even built baths specifically intended for the workforce. At Ostia, the port of Rome, in its heyday a thriving cosmopolitan town of 100,000 inhabitants and the transport hub of the empire, the authorities built a set of baths for the cart-drivers, the cisiarii, just next to the road along the Tiber. Their mosaics, still beautifully preserved, show cart-drivers working up quite a sweat as they drive their horses on down to the harbour which is thronged with prancing dolphins. Swindon is Victorian Britain’s answer to Roman Ostia.




    Though quite unsung, the Turkish baths here are the first true Roman baths built in Wessex since the ones the Romans themselves built. They are among the first ever built in mainland Britain by the British (in Ireland they were a little quicker off the mark, for reasons we shall discover). True, in London so-called bagnios – not many, perhaps four or five – had briefly flourished under the Restoration. These were sometimes described as Turkish baths, but they were really more like the old Irish sweating-houses, places to sweat off some plague or ague, though they had the incidental virtue of melting off the extra pounds. See Congreve in Love for Love (1695), act one, scene xiv: ‘I have a beau in a bagnio, cupping for a complexion and sweating for a shape.’ These establishments soon became little better than bawdy-houses, and by the beginning of the eighteenth century the word ‘bagnio’ meant a one-night-stand hotel, as in Hogarth’s ‘The Bagnio’ in his ‘Marriage à la Mode’ series. In Bath itself under the Plantagenets and Tudors, sufferers from the gout, the ague and other ailments had bathed their limbs in the medieval King’s Bath but for strictly medical reasons. You can still see the rings on the walls donated by grateful patients for their successors to hang their garments on. But the true Turkish bath, with its succession of dry-heat rooms dedicated to pleasure and well-being, was something entirely different. And for that we had to wait until the middle of the nineteenth century.




    Today Swindon’s Turkish baths are the oldest surviving Roman baths still in use in the British Isles. There is no other institution still functioning in the twenty-first century that the Roman-British inhabitants of the second century would recognize so readily and find so little changed – except, I suppose, for Stonehenge.




    It is a foggy morning in North Wilts and it might be nicer to be shopping under cover in the bright lights of the Brunel Centre or sitting in a warm office in one of the spanking office blocks near the station listening to a PowerPoint presentation by someone from Human Resources. There is nobody about in the streets of the Railway Town, which is now a Heritage site, and nobody much inside the Turkish baths (£7.50 to non-members). The cooling room is painted a sickly hospital green and the lounging chairs look as if they have been lounged on once too often. The pot plant on the ledge is withered. Is it an aspidistra? If it is, it certainly isn’t the biggest in the world. Just the marble table in the anteroom and the handsome Victorian pipes running round the walls remind you of the GWR in its heyday. The only other customer present, an elderly gent who is stowing his battered kitbag in the locker, looks askance at me as I lower my trousers to change into my swimming trunks. On the website it says with a barely suppressed note of panic: ‘Please note that swimwear MUST be worn at ALL times (this includes single-gender sessions).’ The notorious excesses of the bagnio are not to be repeated in Swindon.




    ‘Excuse me.’ He clears his throat and comes a step or two nearer. For one wild moment I imagine that I am about to become the last man on earth to be picked up in the Turkish Baths at Swindon. ‘There’s a changing room next door, you know.’




    I pull my trousers up again, which is just as well, because at that moment in comes a tiny elderly woman carrying her shopping. She tells us that the fog on the M4 last night was something terrible. The man with the kitbag says he wouldn’t go out in it if you paid him.




    Somehow this is not quite how I imagined the whole experience. But then I push open the heavy door into the actual baths and I am transported. As I sit under the great silver pipes of the steam bath and watch the sweat drops creeping out of my pores, I imagine that I am an engine driver who has just finished his shift and slid his huge snorting beast into Sir Matthew Digby Wyatt’s majestic train sheds at the end of the street and come down to Sir Daniel’s baths to raise his own head of steam. Then I pad through the narrow door labelled ‘Tepidarium’ for a warm-down before graduating to the caldarium and the final reheating in the sudatorium. As I sit on the stone bench and feel the merciless dry heat invading me from below until it becomes unbearable, the whole place at last becomes as marvellous and mysterious as I had thought it would be. I am no longer a GWR train driver coming off shift but a Roman legionary who has just finished a patrol on the Bath Road and wants to clean the mud off and dream of blue skies and olive groves. Tepidarium, caldarium, sudatorium – and all in Milton Road, Swindon.




    As I plunge into the cold pool next to the elderly lady who is now wearing a garish swimsuit and tells me she used to come on Tuesdays because you have the place to yourself and Tesco’s isn’t so crowded, I think again, Why Swindon? What made the fashion for Turkish baths sweep mid-Victorian Britain? And why did it seem so natural, even morally obligatory, to provide them for the workers first? Because it is a remarkable fact that the earliest ones built in the late 1850s and early 1860s were mostly built in or near industrial towns in the North and North Midlands. And even when the first Turkish baths were built in London a year or so later, they tended to be built near railway stations, on the Euston Road and in Bell Street, Paddington.




    The mystery remains. What inspired the Victorians, after a gap of 1,500 years, to start building Turkish baths with that relentless energy which characterizes everything they did? The immediate answer is to be found in the life and enthusiasms of one extraordinary Irishman, Dr Richard Barter.




    Dr Barter and the Rediscovery of the Bath




    The early life of Richard Barter was as odd as the rest of it. He was born at his family’s farm Cooldaniel, Co. Cork, in 1802, into a moderately well-off clan of merchants and farmers. They were partly descended from the sober and energetic Huguenots who had settled in Cork and soon dominated the place. Richard’s father died when he was a child. His mother was frightened by the unrest and violence which was sweeping the rural West of Ireland at the time, and she left Cooldaniel, a long low farmhouse in the wild hills beyond the River Lee, for the shelter of Cork City. She took her favoured elder son with her but left Richard behind to look after himself. A strange abandoning, with the notorious Whiteboys in their white smocks roaming the country at night on their shaggy ponies under their mythical leader Captain Moonlight. Even today, when Cooldaniel is a steeplechase stud, it still seems a remote and desolate spot, keeping some of the old ramshackle Irishness with mud all over the place and heather growing out of the gutters. But Richard was obviously a resilient lad. Then in his early teens, he often joined the Whiteboys in their midnight scampers, he later said for the sheer hell of it, heedless of the danger of being hanged or transported if he were caught. After passing one such night in the open air, he woke to find the sun shining and the birds twittering and all nature rejoicing in the freshness of the morning and immediately resolved to abandon these dangerous habits and devote himself to the study of medicine. He retained from his abandonment only a bitterness against his mother, often a handy impetus for success in later life.




    After qualifying as a doctor in London, he was appointed dispensary doctor in Inniscarra, Co. Cork, and was treating his dirt-poor patients there when one of the periodic epidemics of cholera hit the area. At that time, medical orthodoxy was still in the grip of the mistaken belief that cholera was an airborne infection arising out of the stench of the slums where the outbreaks were so often concentrated. One day a woman was brought to his hospital who had been reported as having symptoms of the advanced and fatal stage of the disease. Yet examining her on her arrival, he found no such symptoms; her skin was soft, her colour natural. Richard asked the man who had brought her in on a cart what she had done since she left home. Nothing but drink water. How much? Oh I don’t know, but every time she put the cup to her lips she never let it down till she drained it. Hospital orders, however, were to deny the patients water and instead to put them in a bed heated with hot tins. ‘If you do not give me water, I shall be dead by morning!’ the woman cried. ‘I dare not disobey orders.’ ‘Then I must die!’ And she did.




    Barter then evaded the hospital rules by going out to patients who had refused to come into hospital and giving them fresh water. In a few days they melted away cured into the country. He himself then decamped to Dublin and on to Edinburgh, in order to gain a hearing for his belief that rehydration was the answer. But by then this particular outbreak was fading everywhere and nobody was much interested in the pamphlet he wrote. It was another fifteen years and several thousand corpses later that Dr John Snow achieved immortality with his monograph expounding the water-borne theory, ‘On the Mode and Communication of Cholera’. Barter’s pioneering work does not earn so much as a footnote in modern accounts of how cholera was defeated.




    This whole episode left Barter with a fierce and lasting disrespect for his fellow doctors and their stubbornly held orthodoxies. His disrespect buoyed him up during his later struggles with the medical profession. This wilful, largely self-educated, idealistic man never hesitated to follow his own instincts. He had been right once and he would be right again.




    The other conviction that the cholera experience implanted in him was a lasting belief in the therapeutic properties of water. A lecture given in Cork by Captain Claridge, the tireless advocate of Vincent Preissnitz’s water cure, inspired him to travel to Malvern and Ilkley where the new cure was being promoted and then to found his own hydropathic establishment at St Anne’s Hill, outside Blarney in his native county. It is a delightful neighbourhood set among woods and orchards, not far from the holy spring of St Anne from which he drew his water supply by a small wooden aqueduct.




    Here Barter installed a Russian steam bath, hot vapour being much in vogue then. The bath was housed in a little beehive-shaped thatched building, bearing a perhaps coincidental resemblance to the traditional Irish sweating-house. The doctors of Co. Cork ridiculed this vapour establishment, but after a few technical hiccups, the baths began to attract a gratifying number of desperate patients, and soon Barter was building on to the beehive, experimenting with different arrangements of pipes to improve the circulation of the steam. But his restless mind never stayed content for long. In 1856 he was bowled over by The Pillars of Hercules, a travelogue written by the diplomat David Urquhart (1805–77), himself a restless, mercurial figure. Urquhart had fought for the Greeks in their war of independence, served as secretary of the embassy in Constantinople, been arrested by the Russians for leading a foray in a British schooner into Circassia, founded the first magazine dedicated to diplomacy, The Portfolio, and back at home stirred up opposition to the Crimean War, rather as retired diplomats today have stirred up opposition to the Iraq War and on much the same grounds. In the course of his travels around the Mediterranean, Urquhart had formed a passion for the classic, dry-heat Turkish bath, and in his book he gives the most precise, vivid and idyllic account of visiting the typical hammam.




    In the process, he gives us an unrivalled descripion of a tradition and practice which had been carried over, virtually unchanged, from the late Roman Empire. More important still, The Pillars of Hercules was to prove an immensely influential blueprint for the revival of that tradition.




    Urquhart raises the curtain which covers the entrance to the street and takes you through into the separate world of the hammam. In the domed hall, where the fountain plays, the apodyterium of the Romans (Urquhart uses both Latin and Arabic terms as he goes along, to remind us of the shared origins of the bath), you undress and are wrapped in three towels, one folded round the head into a turban, one thrown over the shoulder and the third acting as a loincloth. You are also given wooden sandals to protect the feet against the hot floor and then conducted into the tepidarium where you recline on your personal mattress and wait for the attendant to bring coffee and pipes. A boy chafes your feet and taps you all over your body to work up the sweat. When the bathman, the Tellak of the Turks, the Tractator of the Romans, is satisfied with the state of your skin, he ushers you into the adytum, ‘a space such as the centre dome of a cathedral, filled not with dull and heavy steam but with gauzy and mottled vapour, through which the spectre-like inhabitants appear’. This misty realm is not a quiet place. Apart from the splashing and the clanking of the brass vessels, there is the sound of sides being slapped and occasional shouting and even singing too.




    Then you lie down on the marble slabs under the dome and the Tellak begins to manipulate you, vigorously pummelling your ribs and thighs and digging his knee into your neck. He puts on a glove made of camel’s hair and starts to scrape your skin, coaxing off rolls of dead matter which ‘fall right and left as if spilt from a dish of macaroni’ – the operation performed in ancient Rome by the instrument known as the strigil. After this, the bather is lathered and not just shaved but thoroughly depilated all over (Urquhart says that Europeans don’t do this bit).




    Finally the skinned and shorn customer moves on to the couches of repose. These are in the form of a letter M spread out, so that as you rest your weight is everywhere directly supported and every tendon, every muscle is relaxed. Groups of these couches are divided by low balustrades into little enclaves where families sit and eat and gossip and have their nails manicured. More coffee, sherbet, watermelons and other fruit are brought. You can even send out for kebabs. The scene somehow suggests a row of bathing huts at a British seaside resort.




    But what British seaside resort ever matched the sensations of well-being conferred by the hammam?




    

      

        

          The body has come forth shining like alabaster, fragrant as the cistus, sleek as satin and soft as velvet. The touch of your own skin is electric . . . There is an intoxication or dream that lifts you out of the flesh, and yet a sense of life and consciousness that spreads through every member . . . those who experience these effects and vicissitudes for the first time exclaim ‘I feel as if I could leap over the moon’ . . . you walk forth a king from the gates which you had entered a beggar.6


        


      


    




    Even today this tour de force leaves one tingling. The whole hammam process includes pretty well every service offered in the most luxurious of modern spas. At the hammam, all is luxe, calme et volupté, in that famous phrase of Baudelaire’s which Urquhart seems to have anticipated by roughly a decade. This is pampering on a heroic scale.




    After reading The Pillars of Hercules and perhaps echoing Urquhart himself saying that at the end of it all the touch of your own skin is electric, Barter said simply: ‘I was electrified.’ As always with him, this meant being electrified into action. He immediately invited Urquhart over to St Anne’s Hill, offering in his expansive entrepreneurial style to put ‘men, materials and money’ at his new friend’s disposal. He also republished Urquhart’s chapters on the Turkish bath in a little book by that title, ‘for the benefit of my own patients and others’. The two men wholeheartedly agreed that it was the hot air as distinguished from hot vapour that gave the Turkish bath its peculiar excellence – and Urquhart said so in a brief postscript to the new publication.




    They set about building a bath right there in rural Co. Cork, the first to be erected in Western Europe since the Romans. Urquhart was delighted: ‘For twenty years I have looked in vain for a man to make this experiment.’ The first hot-air bath was heated by underground pipes on the lines of the Roman hypocaust, though it was scarcely on the scale of Caracalla, being a small, low-roofed circular building, largely made of turf.




    Again, there were technical hiccups, but by 1858 they were ready to conquer the world. First, they conquered Ireland. By 1868 there were fourteen Turkish baths in Co. Cork alone, including a People’s Bath in Cork City erected by public subscription for the use of the poor. There were two opened in Dublin, one ‘the Saracenic edifice’ in Lincoln Place which reminded Leopold Bloom in Ulysses of a mosque, although the bath he paid 1s 6d for was taken at the other premises, the Turkish and Warm Baths at nearby 11 Leinster Street.




    In London, Urquhart advised on the building of the famous baths in Jermyn Street, where my father used to go after a heavy night to lose a few pounds to make the weight in a steeplechase the following day. Perhaps it was these same Jermyn Street warm baths that Mr Merdle in Little Dorrit (1855–7) cut his throat in, with the tortoiseshell penknife he had borrowed from his daughter-in-law that same evening.




    Turkish baths were soon added to the amenities of every self-respecting spa: Leamington, Cheltenham, Harrogate, Bath itself. In Leamington beside the bubbling waters of the River Leam, behind the calm grey classical pillars of the pump room there still stand the dear little baths of 1863, perhaps the earliest surviving set in England, though now serving as part of the town’s museum. Its Moorish arches of good Warwickshire brick are a fiery orange, and stained-glass windows of a lurid azure blot out the sullen Midlands sky. How pleasant to think of the Brummie manufacturers, all aglow after the tepidarium, putting their frock coats back on and repairing next door to the Assembly Rooms to take a cup of Mr Twining’s tea and dance a polka with their wives.




    In Cambridge, the newly floated Roman Bath Company commissioned Sir Matthew Digby Wyatt to erect a pretty set of baths in Jesus Lane, unusually, perhaps uniquely in the classical style, the Company’s claim being that the Roman bath was superior to the Turkish hammam (although, as we have seen, they were basically the same thing). No doubt it was thought that the classical approach would appeal more to the swarms of Cambridge dons who were to patronize them. These were, after all, the first avowedly Roman baths to be built in England since the fall of Rome. Alas, the academic community was slow to respond, and the venture was a total flop. Within two years, the baths had folded, and the Roman Bath Company had been broken up. Wyatt himself took on the ownership of the building and let it off to the Pitt Club, the recently established watering hole for rich undergraduates. On the upper floor, the Fenland squires drink deep to this day. On the pediment of the façade, there is a round plaster relief of Pitt the Younger, with that incredibly pointed nose. Downstairs you can still see what was once the swimming pool with its stout iron pillars, like a miniature version of the railway stations Sir Matthew was famous for. Now it is the dining room of a branch of Pizza Express. And the only Roman thing about it is the succulent cheese-and-tomato topping of the Pizza Romana.




    The failure of the Cambridge Roman baths is, I think, significant and not so surprising. After all, half their proposed academic clientele were at that date still in holy orders. They were the last people you would expect to be converted to the cause of self-pampering. They were professionally trained to resist the cult of the body. The Company could scarcely have chosen a less suitable town for what was its first venture.




    In the big cities, with their grime and soot, the story was different. Every rising industrial centre was proud of its new baths, which usually turned a decent profit: Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Newcastle, Birmingham, Barnsley, Blackburn, Bradford, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester – and among the very earliest, Swindon. For it was above all the working classes who needed to have the impurities sweated out of them.




    Some of these premises are sumptuous kasbahs in local pastiches of the Moorish style, such as the baths at Harrogate which are still in business today. Others, like Swindon, are plain and functional, but even the most modest set of baths required quite an outlay with their three or four rooms to be heated to different temperatures plus the attendant cold plunge and cooling room. Soon the craze spread to the Continent, where the baths were known, more accurately, as Roman-Irish baths – the Irish in that hyphenated term being Barter’s lasting personal memorial.




    Almost as famous in London as the Jermyn Street baths was the establishment in Northumberland Avenue, visited by Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson in one of the last Holmes stories, ‘The Adventure of the Illustrious Client’: ‘Both Holmes and I had a weakness for the Turkish bath. It was over a smoke in the pleasant lassitude of the drying-room that I have found him less reticent and more human than anywhere else.’ What a delightful picture the passage conjures up: the two friends lying side by side smoking with the bath sheets wrapped round them and several hours of idleness before them. For the note from the Illustrious Client which Holmes fishes out of his pocket suggests a rendezvous at 4.30 that afternoon, and after Watson has read it, Holmes says, ‘Until then we can put the matter out of our heads.’ There is no mention of refreshment being available such as Urquhart describes – the sherbet and the choice of watermelons, let alone the kebabs. But there are certainly refreshments as well as tobacco on the go in the Russian steam baths in Chicago visited by the narrator in Saul Bellow’s novel Humboldt’s Gift (1975), where the brawny patrons consume huge quantities of schnapps, salt herring and meat-and-potato pancakes.7




    Bellow’s Russian steam baths bring back the sweaty, boozy life of the old Roman baths. You can still recapture something of that atmosphere at the Turkish baths in Harrogate on the Yorkshire moors. You duck down the little flight of steps under the great dome of the Royal Baths which dominates the spa town and can be seen for miles across the rolling hills. All at once you are in an oriental palace the splendour of which startled its first visitors in the 1890s and startles me now. Here came (though not all at the same time) Elgar, Neville Chamberlain and Agatha Christie during her mysterious fugue from her first husband. Now on a wet Friday afternoon session (gentlemen only) it is thronged with sturdy Yorkshire businessmen. Through the Moorish keyhole squints, I glimpse rosy Yorkshire buttocks swaggering towards the tepidarium. Under pointed arches picked out in orange, jade and magenta strut mighty Northern paunches with their hairy scrota swinging beneath as proud as sporrans. In the silent inner sanctum of the steam room, plump Yorkshire cheeks are sweating off last night’s pints of John Smith. Outside in the cooling room, gravelly chuckles recall how someone lost it at the cricket club dinner and someone else was done for doing 75 down Ripon Road in the rush hour. Now and then the patrons have to raise their voices to make themselves heard above the splashing from the plunge bath next door. On the wooden arch leading to the plunge, there is a big Victorian clock flanked by the crescents of Islam. As the dripping bathers come through the arch, each one twists on his heel, like a nude dancer in a modern ballet, to look back up at the clock. For outside this cheerful refuge from time where the busiest executive can frolic naked and watchless, there are accountants and appraisals waiting.




    The women’s baths in Nell Dunn’s play Steaming (1981) (also a 1985 film by Joseph Losey starring Vanessa Redgrave and Sarah Miles with Diana Dors as the bath attendant, her last film as it was Losey’s) offer a female equivalent to Saul Bellow’s Russian baths: a place where hard-pressed men or women can escape from the strains of work and family and express themselves in a steamy atmosphere of relaxation. In Nell Dunn as in Conan Doyle and Bellow, the pleasure element is uppermost. But Dunn makes it a morality play too. Her bath-house is a democracy, in which the successful female attorney, the promiscuous floozie and the working-class bath attendant discover that they are sisters under the skin. Strip off your clothes and unveil your problems and you will realize how much you have in common.




    Dr Barter too had a moral mission. In describing the Barter Sanatorium of the future, he said: ‘Our great object is to prove that in whatever way we consider our project, either from the medical point of view or as a great moral agent; as a shield against intemperance; a means of educating our people in cleanliness and self-respect; or as affording the best, the most certain and the safest mode of cure it is unequalled.’ That is a high Victorian sort of prospectus, exuding moral seriousness at every pore and not much hint of fun. Yet Barter was electrified by Urquhart’s hammam, which promised such an exquisitely fused amalgam of pleasure, well-being and beautification. If the hammam made you a better person, it was because it made you feel good. It was impossible to disentangle the moral benefit from the physical well-being. In any case, Barter was anxious that his new baths should not be taken over by his fellow medicos. He issued stern instructions that doctors should play no part in administering the baths and that people should come and use them quite freely without any need for medical recommendation. Nobody who had enjoyed Urquhart’s book and his company as much as Richard Barter had could be in any doubt that pleasure was an integral part of the equation.




    In its heyday, St Anne’s Hydro was a truly magnificent sight with its grand long irregular façade standing high on the hill facing Blarney Castle, with its gardens and terraces and its unrivalled range of Turkish baths, or Roman-Irish baths as the more patriotic patrons insisted on calling them. It had its own post office and its own railway station in the valley below. For almost a century under the management of a succession of Richard Barters, the water bubbled up from St Anne’s Well and the customers poured in from all over the country. But by the time the Barters sold the establishment to their manager Dr Quigley after the Second World War, the fashion for this sort of hydro had passed, and in any case nobody in Ireland had any money. Dr Quigley boarded every window and nailed every door, but this did not prevent the locals from getting in and stripping the place of every usable piece of wood, lead and stone. We shall meet this universal local custom elsewhere, amid the scant vestiges of Greek Miletus in western Turkey and the rubble of Antinoopolis in the middle Nile Valley, but nowhere has the site been more thoroughly cleared than by the twentieth-century looters of the Blarney district. Dr Quigley’s sparkling daughters still perch on the hill – Olwen keeps a small country hotel, and Zwena has turned Hydro Farm into allotments. But of the hydro itself only the odd ivy-crusted heap of stones remains. Well, at least I could pay homage to St Anne’s Well, the source of the first Roman bath since the Romans. ‘I can give you the directions, but you’ll get soaked and you’ll never find it,’ Zwena said merrily.




    The moment I left her, her instructions fled out of my head, and I took the first available wrong turning which petered out in a field of waist-high sodden corn. To get out of the field, I tried to leap an evil ditch and caught my foot in a loop of bramble and fell smack against the opposite bank with a rib-shattering thump. After taking a few minutes’ injury time, I retraced my steps and found another path deep into the woods. The path led over a stream and up a steep slope through interminable brambles and dripping Himalayan balsam. I stumbled up and down the boggy hillside, now and then catching sight of the bubbling waters of the River Shournagh below me. I saw a fox, a hare, even a starved-looking grey pony tethered to a tree, but never a sign of a well. In a way, I was rather pleased by my failure. The best quests are often the hopeless ones.




    The only trace of Dr Barter himself in the area is the stained glass his children put up to him in the east window in Inniscarra Church, a sweet, grey Gothicky building beautifully kept by a surprisingly active Church of Ireland congregation, many of whom still boast of their Huguenot ancestry. The window depicts the parable of the Good Samaritan, which is a brilliant choice, not just because the Samaritan bound up the wounds of the victim of the roadside mugging and poured oil and wine into them (Dr Barter would have advised water), but because the Samaritans were an unpopular minority community of settlers like the Huguenot Protestants, and this particular Samaritan was obviously an independent-minded, not to say stroppy, and successful man of business (which was no doubt why Mrs Thatcher chose to praise him in her notorious sermon on Edinburgh Mound) – very much a Barter sort of person.




    What lives on of Richard Barter is the this-worldly, unashamed enjoyment of physical health and physical pleasure. His teachings have swum out from the therapeutic controversies of the nineteenth century into the mindset of the modern world.




    The Grandeur that Was Rome




    We have traced a rough line of descent from the Roman bath through the delights of the Muslim hammam by way of the Victorian rediscovery of the bath to the modern spa. But how do our modern re-creations compare with the original? What were the real Roman baths like and what was it like to bathe in them? There are few more dramatic sights in Rome itself or in the great cities of the Roman world than those soaring salmon-pink vaults and arches, dwarfing even in their broken, crumbling state everything else in sight, their domes reaching as high as the invading pines and cypresses which have grown up around them. The Baths of Diocletian, Caracalla and Hadrian are among the largest buildings that we know of in the ancient world. The Baths of Caracalla, covering 25 acres, are bigger than the biggest opera house in the world. I have heard La Traviata performed there, and even on a calm summer’s evening only the faintest echoes of the voices of Alfredo and Violetta reached me from the stage erected at the far end of the auditorium, which must have been a good 200 yards away. Even the colonial offshoots were of magnificent size. The baths at Aquae Sulis, our own Bath Spa, were the largest north of the Alps, certainly the largest surviving. It has taken nearly two centuries to excavate their full extent. The remains of the baths in what is now the museum of Cluny in Paris were so huge that the Franks and later the French could not believe that they were merely baths and up to the nineteenth century called them the Palace of the Emperor Julian. The origin of this misnomer was that Julian had actually spent the icy winter of 357–8 living in the frigidarium because, being well insulated, it was warmer than anywhere else in Paris.




    The building and staffing of these complexes was such a consuming enterprise that it is reckoned that the baths employed more people than any other institution except the Roman Army. Nor were the huge imperial baths the only place to go for a splash. By the end of the fourth century it is calculated that there were 856 smaller baths in Rome. Constantinople had 150. Some of these were built and maintained by private citizens for their own pleasure. Cicero in his letter to his friends was always fretting about the plumbing in his bath. Martial gushed over the beauties of the baths of his friend Claudius Etruscus. Some baths were run for profit by businessmen; others were financed by whip-rounds among plutocrats. Pliny the Younger gave nearly a million sesterces to his native town of Como to build, maintain and decorate a public bath. In times of crisis, having somewhere to go for a wash and a splash was a high priority. After the Sardis earthquake in AD 17, the Emperor Trajan gave 6 million sesterces to lay out a monumental bath, gymnasium and colonnaded avenue.




    These buildings were not only immense in size. They were, aesthetically and technologically, at the cutting edge. Their breathtaking height and daring curves produced unheard-of shapes and new visual effects. The massive buttresses and flying ribs, their broad façades punctuated by tall arched windows, are the forerunners of the medieval cathedrals. In the same way, the surrounding colonnades lined with shops and places to eat and drink pointed the way to the architecture of medieval markets and modern shopping malls. The technology too was demanding and generated its own beauties. The smaller baths could recycle the water from cisterns and reservoirs. But the larger baths needed aqueducts, themselves a wonderful sight as they lope from hill to hill. By Trajan’s time, Rome was served by nine colossal aqueducts bringing in a million cubic metres per day.




    When we are taught about ancient Rome, we are rightly invited to admire the system of hypocaust heating which channelled hot air through underground pipes supported on bricks. This had been devised as early as the second century BC. An entrepreneur called Sergius Orata claimed the credit. Like many entrepreneurs, he had not actually invented the system but he marketed it brilliantly, having first successfully experimented with hypocausts to heat his fishponds and oyster beds in the Gulf of Baiae, the most luxurious resort of the imperial age.




    The hypocaust was indeed a technological marvel. But what seems to me rather more marvellous, not to say mysterious, is the impulse which led the Romans and the Greeks before them to devote such huge resources to these baths, so that they were more splendid in size and decoration than their palaces and temples. By the time of the reign of Antoninus Pius so many new baths were being built at public expense that the Emperor forbade any new ones to be built, and ordered that all investment should go into the maintenance of existing baths, which didn’t stop the upwardly mobile Ephesians from constructing their fourth colossal bath-gym complex. In Pompeii, at the time of the fatal eruption, the authorities were building the largest set of baths that the city had yet seen.




    What is particularly striking is the public-spirited motive behind both the building and the administration of the baths. The entrance fee to any of these baths was trifling, a quadrans or quarter of an as. The first great bath complex was specifically built by Agrippa for the free use of the people. Even the poorest citizens regarded it as both a pleasure and a duty to take an afternoon bath. There was little or no class distinction. You might meet anyone in the baths up to and including the Emperor. During a visit to the baths, King Antiochus Epiphanes (c. 175 BC), a Seleucid ruler of Syria, had a large jar of costly perfumed oil poured over a poor man who had said how grateful he was to be bathing with a king. The poor man then slipped and cracked his head on the oily floor, causing much royal mirth.




    Some bathing pools were reserved for men, but others seem to have permitted mixed bathing – always a controversial practice and one later banned by the Emperor Hadrian. Juvenal mocked women who took exercise in the baths, although he didn’t object to a little ladylike swimming. Women were certainly allowed to use the baths of Trajan. Clement of Alexandria claimed that one could see ladies of noble birth bathing naked, not just prostitutes who were bath-haunters because the baths were a convenient pick-up point. Elagabalus (Emperor AD 218–22) rounded up the prostitutes in the baths and gave them a lecture on sex, rather in the style of Mr Gladstone. Not surprisingly with these assorted perils, there were some ladies who were too modest to venture to the baths. Martial professes himself amazed that certain women refuse to bathe with him, although some of his other verses suggest possible reasons why, for example, ‘If you hear applause in the baths, it is probably in response to the appearance of Maro’s member.’




    The atmosphere was democratic, sometimes rowdy. That immortal grump, the philosopher Seneca, frequently complained about the ghastly racket coming from the baths next door to his house. He attributed the growing softness and effeminacy he saw around him to the luxury and excess of the bath, although he himself regarded a brisk plunge as a therapeutic essential. He looked back with nostalgia to the dark old baths like the Stabian or Forum Baths in Pompeii: ‘Our ancestors did not think that one could have a hot bath except in darkness . . . nowadays, however, people regard baths as fit only for moths if they have not been so arranged that they receive the sun all day long through the widest of windows, if men cannot bathe and get a tan at the same time, and if they cannot look out from their bathtubs over stretches of land and sea.’




    There was night bathing too, though this was frowned on, as much because of the cost of lighting as because of the moral hazards. But the Baths of Zeuxippus in Constantinople were artificially lit at public expense.




    Drinking shops were often found near baths, for example at Pompeii, where the changing rooms of the suburban baths are full of erotic frescoes and graffiti: ‘Apelles, chamberlain of the Emperor, had lunch here most pleasantly [jucundissime] and fucked at the same time.’ The changing rooms were rife with thieves. Archaeologists found a huge haul of curse tablets when excavating Bath, for example: ‘Solinus to the goddess Sulis Minerva. I give to your divinity and majesty my bathing tunic and cloak. Do not allow sleep or health to him who has done me wrong, whether man or woman, whether slave or free, unless he reveals himself and brings these goods to your temple.’ The idea was that the goddess would do the detective work and find the thief if you first transferred the ownership of the clothes to her.




    But these prayers to the goddess were exceptional. In general, there was nothing the least bit godly about the baths. They were an utterly secular institution. It has always been a temptation for posterity to assume that because these baths were built on such a heroic scale they must have had some religious and ritual significance associated with them. But as far as we can see, there was none at all.8




    There was no ceremony as you entered the baths, no mysteries of initiation or rites of purification, nothing to hold up your pleasant amble from the changing room or apodyterium to the tepidarium, then the caldarium and then the rigours of the sweating-room, the laconicum. The hot baths were open as soon as the tintinnabulum rang and, if you met a friend on the way in, there was no elaborate salutation: merely a grunt of ‘Bene lava!’ – Have a good bath – and on the way out ‘Salve latus!’ – Hi, thou washed-one – both no more than the equivalent of ‘Cheers!’




    The whole business slotted naturally into a civilized Roman day. Work finished by noon, a light lunch, short siesta, then a visit to the baths – Martial suggest that 2 p.m. was the best time. But you might also take an aperitif or a light meal in the baths – lettuce, eggs, eels.




    Well-to-do Romans going to the baths would be preceded by slaves carrying their towels, exercise robe, sandals and toilet box, the cista, a cylindrical metal box containing their oils, strigils or scrapers and sponge, all the gear which is today provided in-house at any decent spa. In the Satyricon of Petronius, Trimalchio is carried out of the baths on a litter wrapped in soft blankets and surrounded by slaves and hangers-on.




    The baths were a social centre. Martial describes the characters who haunted them, the club bores of the ancient world. Selius would scour all the baths, even the darkest and dingiest, in search of a dinner invitation. Menogenes the flatterer would try every ploy to persuade you to ask him home for a meal: allow you to win a point in the ball game, retrieve the ball for you, fetch you a drink, wipe the sweat from your brow, admire your hair and your towels. The ball game in question has been identified as a primitive form of tennis (sphairistike or ‘sticky’ as Major Wingfield was to christen its modern form), but it sounds to me more like one of those soppy games people play on beaches with a brightly coloured plastic ball.




    The classical bath complexes included pretty well all the facilities that are on offer in modern spas and leisure centres. In fact, they were more hospitable to the innocent pleasures of life than their present-day equivalent, which strictly forbid smoking on the premises, and often drinking and eating too.




    What, I think, has now and then confused people into imagining that these ancient baths might have some deeper spiritual significance was a very different type of place: the natural springs and the thermo-mineral baths attached to them. Cold and hot springs were attributed magical properties and a divine origin. To seek a cure in such a holy place, you paid homage to the local nymphs and tutelary deities. The gods who might be invoked here were prayed to because of their association with health – Aesculapius, Hygeia, Hermes, Hercules, Aphrodite. And a temple might be erected where worshippers would bring gifts and votive objets. There are sacred springs with modest temples attached all over the Roman world, at Baiae, for example, and Nîmes, where the water sanctuary is dedicated to the spring-god Nemausius.




    But the best example is in faraway Britain: where the sanctuary and temple of Sulis Minerva adjoin the great Roman baths. It is at Bath that you can see most clearly the distinction between the sacred and the profane.




    The city of Bath began where its centre still is today: nestling in a hairpin bend of the River Avon, guarded on all sides by the steepling limestone escarpment of the southern end of the Cotswolds. Within 100 yards of each other, three natural springs have forced their way to the surface through the clay outcrop. The springs all produce a constant flow of hot water. The Hot Bath is the hottest – 49°C – the King’s Bath the most copious, nearly a third of a million gallons a day. To the ancients, this bubbling abundance of hot water seemed miraculous. It seems miraculous today, as you see the steaming water gush out of the lead conduit into the open channel which leads to the Great Bath. If anything in this world is worth giving thanks for to whatever gods may be, the hot springs of Bath surely are. They were famous throughout the Roman world. As early as the second century AD, the geographer Ptolemy calls Bath ‘Aquae Calidae’. But there is archaeological evidence that, long before the Romans came, the ancient Britons had driven a causeway across the swampy flood plain of the Avon towards the centre of the springs so that they could make their devotions to Sulis, the goddess of the spring.




    The Romans in their usual way elided the local goddess with their own and built a temple to Sulis Minerva next to the spring. It was a modest, handsome, orthodox building with a nicely curved pediment and four Corinthian columns in front. Much of the stone was preserved in the Avon mud which engulfed it in the Dark Ages. Also marvellously preserved and discovered in 1790 was the glowering Gorgon’s head that was set into the middle of the pediment: Barry Cunliffe, who led the more recent excavations, describes it as one of the most dramatic pieces of sculpture from the whole of Roman Britain. Although the Gorgon is normally a female in classical mythology, here in Bath he is shown like a Celtic god with moustaches and beetling brows and his fierce upstanding hair sprouting into wings and serpents. This dazzling figure is surrounded by the owl and the dolphin, attributes of Minerva, in a glorious melange of classical and Celtic. The whole effect does honour to the spring itself which bubbles up in a more or less circular pool only a few yards away.




    Beyond the pool, on the secular side, the spectacular remains of the bath complex are still being excavated. They are several times the size of the temple and utterly distinct from it. This is the first major leisure centre to be built in our islands and on a spectacular scale which has hardly been equalled since. As you came into the hall, the apodyterium, you could choose either to turn right to the great bathing pool and the other hot pools beyond it, or left to the dry (‘Turkish’) baths with their familiar sequence of frigidarium, tepidarium, caldarium and laconicum plus a cold plunge to finish off. All told, the establishment has a dozen pools and chambers. There was, as we have said, nothing like it north of the Alps. But it was strictly secular. The only contact with the divine was at the large windows at the far end of the frigidarium through which the devout could toss coins and other offerings into the spring – a quantity of jugs, bowls, brooches, even a rattle, often of silver and gold, have been found.




    In Praise of Dirt




    You have hardly ceased wondering at this spectacular survival from the ancient world when a second question suggests itself: why on earth did such a handsome and useful establishment fall into decay, to such an extent that, although the former existence of the baths never quite disappeared from the memory, there was not a scrap of them to be seen above ground? And why did the same fate overtake baths all over the Roman Empire? Why was the tradition of public bathing obliterated almost as completely as the magnificent buildings in which these essential rituals of the ancient world had been performed with such pleasure for so many centuries?




    In the case of Bath, the first cause was the rise in the sea-level during the third and fourth centuries AD and a consequent rise in the inland water-table. There were increasingly severe floods, not from the springs but from the River Avon curling round the site. The hypocausts were flooded. The Romans raised the level of the basement floors, but the new floors too were flooded and covered with thick layers of black and grey mud. As the empire declined, so its officers lost the entrepreneurial zest to clean out the baths when the flood waters receded. Other baths suffered from a similar mixture of natural decay and human inertia. The smaller baths developed leaks in their reservoirs and cisterns. The aqueducts which fed the larger baths needed constant maintenance, which the imperial power, menaced by chaos and invasion, could no longer provide. In some cases, such as the Baths of Diocletian, the aqueduct was actually destroyed by the invading Ostrogoths. The empire no longer had enough men like Dr Richard Barter. When the little wooden aqueduct that brought the water to his hydropathic establishment from St Anne’s Well silted up, Barter and his friends and relations took their spades and they dug it out themselves.




    But the worst enemy of the bath was not nature or human incompetence. It was the new faith. Christians used water for baptism, not for bathing. Baptisma, in Latin as in Greek, meant a ‘dipping into’, and the dipping was a consecration. A bath might be used but only for God’s purposes, and not for the purposes of hygiene and certainly not for pleasure. Cleanliness was not next to godliness. It was irrelevant, if not actually harmful.




    St Jerome said: ‘He who has once bathed in Christ has no need of a second bath.’ St John Chrysostom did not object to his followers baptizing new members of their church in the great bath in Constantinople, but he deplored the vanity of mothers who spoiled their daughters with luxuries and refinements, such as baths. Some churches owned and operated baths commercially, but only after the baths had been purified. Pope Leo I (390–461) made the Christian view clear when he had inscribed over the fountain in the atrium of San Paolo Fuori le Mura (where St Paul was buried after his execution): ‘Water removes dirt from the body, but faith, purer than any spring, cleanses sin and washes souls.’ Gregory the Great (540–604) permitted baths for the needs of the body but ‘not for the titillation of the mind and for sensuous pleasure’. If the doctor prescribed a weekly bath for some medical condition, well and good. But bathing for pleasure stirred up lustful thoughts and practices. Jerome and Augustine denounced the notorious libertinism of Baiae. The devil set his snares wherever men and women bathed together.




    Christian ascetics went a step further and praised alousia, ‘the state of being unwashed’. The hermit father Julian forbade his followers to wash at all. St Anthony boasted that he had never washed his feet in his life.




    No new baths to speak of were built after the seventh and eighth centuries. The Byzantine emperors built churches instead. And the existing baths were left to fall into ruin or put to new purposes, such as barracks or storerooms, or their stones were pillaged by the local inhabitants as top-grade building material.




    Gibbon describes in a famous passage in his autobiography how he came to write his great work: ‘It was at Rome, on the 15th October 1764, as I sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, while the barefoot friars were singing vespers in the Temple of Jupiter, that the idea of writing the decline and fall of the city first started to my mind.’ It would have been just as appropriate, perhaps more so, if he had sat musing in the ruins of one of the baths of Rome, more splendid in their size and architectural daring than most of Rome’s temples except the Pantheon. He could have imitated Shelley, who tells us in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound that ‘This Poem was chiefly written upon the mountainous ruins of the Baths of Caracalla, among the flowery glades and thickets of odoriferous blossoming trees, which are extended in ever winding labyrinths upon its immense platforms and dizzy arches suspended in the air.’ Perhaps the most evocative site of all to reflect on the decline and fall of the baths of Rome would have been under the great transept of Santa Maria degli Angeli. For this marvellous baroque church, remodelled by Michelangelo himself, arose out of the ruins of the Baths of Diocletian, the largest and most beautiful of all the baths of Rome. The site covers 32 acres and, according to tradition, was built between AD 295 and 305 by 40,000 Christians condemned to forced labour. Twelve centuries later, the Christians took their revenge when Pope Pius IV had the central block of the baths, which happily followed the form of a Greek cross, converted into a church and charterhouse. Michelangelo, by then 86 years old, was put in charge and kept closely to the architecture of the original baths. What is now the church’s vestibule was the tepidarium, the transept was the central hall and the chancel was the frigidarium.




    This whole magnificent conversion job had its original impetus not from the architectural megalomania of the Pope but from a rather obscure Venetian artist called Antonio del Duca who had a vision in which he saw a cloud of angels rising from the Baths of Diocletian. From then on, he never stopped badgering the Pope to build a church on the site of the baths. Del Duca’s picture of the Virgin surrounded by adoring angels still hangs behind the high altar, much venerated today and a potent reminder of the Christian vendetta against baths in particular, and the cult of the body in general.




    The Baths of Caracalla lie in the green lee of the Celian Hill, their soaring broken domes and arches left to moulder undisturbed through the Christian centuries. But Diocletian’s baths have been invaded and overgrown by the city of the Popes and the motor car, making it hard to grasp just how enormously they once sprawled from what is now the Via Parigi to the bus station in front of the railway station, roughly a quarter of a mile in every direction. Those main halls of the bath complex which have not been incorporated into Santa Maria degli Angeli are still being restored to serve as museums of antique sculpture. Hundreds of yards away to the left there is another part of the baths converted to a church, the pretty little San Bernardo with its chaste dome and lemon-yellow baroque exterior. Behind the pink mass of Santa Maria degli Angeli there is a beautiful cool white cloister probably designed by the ancient Michelangelo for the new Carthusian monastery. Then to the left again on the next street corner there is a large octagonal domed hall, formerly used as a planetarium, and now another sculpture museum. All these churches, museums and transport links now occupy the space that Diocletian had given over to one purpose only: bathing. For the Emperor and the citizens of Rome alike, the cult of the body came first, before the cult of the soul or the aesthetic sensibilities or the commercial priorities of a great city.




    The startling thing is how suddenly it all crumbled to nothing, to be replaced by its exact opposite, an equally intense vendetta against the culture of the body. This vendetta continued through a millennium and more. When the pious Holy Roman Emperor Charles V attempted to convert the Moors of Granada, one of his first instructions was that they should cease their repellent practice of bathing. His son, Philip II of Spain, went one step further and destroyed all the baths in Granada. Thus the last vestiges of the Roman bathing tradition were extinguished in Western Europe.




    In the modern era, the rebirth of the public bath and spa has closely paralleled the decline of Christianity. Though spas began to become fashionable in the eighteenth century, the medical pretext remained the driving force behind ‘taking the waters’. Those ‘waters’ were mostly taken at mineral springs and taken through the mouth. And the sulphurous taste usually made the experience anything but a pleasure. They were also supposedly taken for some complaint certified by one’s doctor, some digestive or muscular malady that had refused to yield to the ordinary remedies.




    Shangri-spa




    Today in the twenty-first century well-being and pleasure go hand in hand, enjoying total legitimacy and public approval. How happy Dr Barter would be to see a double-page advertisement in a colour supplement with the headline ‘Ireland wishes you good health’, announcing a new Spa Categorization Scheme which will see Ireland’s spas divided into four main categories: Destination Spa, Resort Spa, Hotel Spa and Specialized Retreat. Ireland is no longer the land of saints and scholars, it is Shangri-spa:




    

      

        

          With air soft as a lover’s kiss, water so pure they bottle it and where misty mountains sweep down to unspoilt golden sand, Ireland provides the perfect backdrop for the ultimate spa experience. The Irish, renowned for their warmth and friendliness (as well as their wonderful complexions) have a Celtic inheritance of healing in their blood.




          The very climate of this laid-back land, with its inspiring sense of history and great sense of fun, bathes the skin in a perfect caress and irons out the stresses of modern life.9


        


      


    




    And in Bath itself, you can enjoy a pretty ultimate spa experience at the new Thermal Bath Spa. This glamorous project, lubricated with a £7.78 million Lottery grant from the Millennium Commission, occupies a handsome Georgian block next to the Roman baths. It was formerly occupied by the Hot and Cross Baths, but it draws its waters from all three hot springs, a million litres of mineral-rich water every day at a heart-thumping temperature. Its opening in August 2006 was an occasion for celebration. For thirty years there had been no bathing at all in these miraculous waters. As for Turkish baths, the last one in Bath had closed in 1961. And now here it is reborn, all white and crystalline inside the Georgian shell. A couple of stops down Brunel’s line from its modest beginnings in Swindon, and a century and a half later, the tradition of public bathing is flourishing again. Compared to the Turkish baths in Swindon, this is like the great bath in Constantinople beside a village hammam. But the message is the same: the bath is for pleasure and there is no more delicious pleasure than the bath.




    Yet I cannot conceal from myself a sense of apprehension, even dread, as I insert my credit card and take the white robe and fluffy slippers from the attendant with her not-quite-smile. There is a hospital feel to the glistening bare stairs and passageways. In the changing room, other customers all in the white towelling dressing gowns drift by with the same half-smile on their faces as though they were doing their best to look cheerful under the circumstances. Down in the steamy-green Minerva Pool, middle-aged couples with a few nervous-looking single women in their thirties are wading and half-floating, keeping their voices down like well-behaved children. Even the women on the loungers are reclining rather stiffly as though just about to be photographed. The whole scene seems somehow artificial, like one of those tableaux organised by modern artists who persuade thousands of strangers to lie down naked in the street. Isn’t there something a bit odd about coming all this way and paying £80 to wallow decorously in a hottish bath when you can do the same at home for nothing? The English are famous for taking their pleasures sadly, I know, but this doesn’t seem much like a pleasure at all, and I wonder if anyone else is thinking this but doesn’t quite like to say so because it is all supposed to be such a liberating experience.




    Far from inducing the advertised calm and serenity, the surroundings are making me a little panicky, not to say irritable, more so when I climb some bare stairs to the huge steam room, because the whole place has no windows and I begin to wonder whether I am ever going to get out, a sensation which only intensifies as I pad into the misty gloom. The room has three or four bell-shaped enclosures, ranging from tepid to scalding. On the circular bench inside each bell, shadowy shapes sit expressionless, scarcely moving, some with their knees up to their chins. This is a scene, not out of some region of hell as we fancied, but from one of the dimmer sections of purgatory reserved for people who haven’t done anything very bad. All this silent reverence begins to annoy me. What’s so great about raising a sweat? I do it every time I cycle to the post office and then at least I come back with some postage stamps. What’s become of the famous old comradeship of the baths? Why aren’t people eating chicken legs, or hunks of salami, like in the Russian baths in Bellow’s Chicago, or smoking a pipe of tobacco or something stronger, like Holmes and Watson, or exchanging hard-luck stories of their love-life like in Nell Dunn’s local baths? Where are the songs and shouting and clapping of Urquhart’s hammam? Anything rather than this vacuous, worshipful hush.




    It is clear that this new faith, like so many old faiths before it, has gone through a reformation. The old indulgences, the popular feasts and customs, the genial encrustations of time and human weakness, have all been swept away, and a new purity and austerity reign in their stead.




    I escape to the circular open-air bath on the roof. It is a spectacular place. The water-level is at the rim of the parapet so that you fear if you splash too hard the water might cascade down onto the citizens of Bath below. I have seen this ingenious effect in pictures of fancy villas where the pool appears to brim over into the azure sea beyond. But here several storeys up in a wonderful Georgian city the effect is even more remarkable. All around are the limestone combes with the creamy classical terraces curling up their steep sides. Below us is the Roman bath and beyond the tower and pinnacles of the Abbey, the last glorious gasp of the English Perpendicular tradition, the stone blanched and dazzling in the winter sunshine. All our history is around and below: the rough Celtic causeway of stakes and stones taking worshippers across the swamp to the shrine of Sulis, the huge Roman bath-complex with its Rasta-haired Gorgon glowering down from the temple pediment, then the first simple church rising to obliterate the Romans and, fifteen centuries on, the last and greatest church soaring as high as the Roman baths had sprawled.




    And what is everyone doing in this extraordinary spot? Floating semi-upright with blue rubber rings to support their necks. It is like a therapeutic centre for victims of serious spinal accidents, a Stoke Mandeville in the sky. Nobody is looking at the amazing view. In fact, most people aren’t looking at anything because they are in this semi-upright position with their faces turned to the sky and their eyes tight shut against the sun.




    This is the supreme moment. It is the worship of the body’s equivalent to the Elevation of the Host. All guilt and anxiety fled, the brain emptied of thought, the body weightless and effortless, existing only in the moment, just floating. And suddenly I think of Seneca again, the first grumpy old man, decrying the spoilt and empty-headed Romans for insisting on being able to get a tan while they bathed and on having a spectacular view to gawp at as they lolled in the water.




    There is, it seems, nothing left in life more central and meaningful than to watch the beads of sweat prickle up across your chest or very slowly to float across steaming water with a rubber ring propping up your head.




    The spas are not as grandiose today as the baths were in the later days of Rome, but they are just as numerous and widespread. Every time a church and chapel closes in Swindon or any other town in Britain, a spa or fitness centre opens. In Swindon alone, the customer can choose from Curves of Cromby Street, St Tropez at 137 Victoria Road, Halls of Fitness in Fleet Street, the Nightingale Hotel and Leisure Club with its Heaven Sent Spa, the De Vere Shaw Ridge, not to mention the dear old public washing and Turkish baths, now far eclipsed by their deluxe state-of-the-art modern successors.




    Every country-house hotel, every conference centre, every beauty salon, every leisure centre has a spa attached, offering every kind of massage and therapy: sauna and steam room, aromatic moor, mud wraps, goat’s milk and waterbeds and macadamia, luxury caviar facial, Pevonia de luxe pedicure, Pantai Luar, peat bath and body scrub. I could go on for ever but the message is always the same: relax, and all will be well, your body will heal your mind, no worries, calm is balm, feel good and feel good about yourself, go ahead, pamper yourself, you’ve earned it.




    How alien such thoughts would have been to the vast majority of people in Western Europe for the preceding 1,500 years and more. The delicate pampering of the body, far from being a duty that you owe yourself, would have been thought a sinful vanity and a pernicious distraction from God’s work. Indifference to bodily imperfections and malfunctions, as to all material hardships, would have been regarded as highly commendable. Christianity always had an element of Stoic tradition in it, and even when Christianity declined, Stoicism continued to be regarded as an important component of the good life, not the only one perhaps but certainly a conspicuous ingredient in the make-up of men and women we admired.




    Now the body has become a god, whose every whim must be humoured and every complaint attended to without delay. There is no ghost in the machine, there is only the machine. And our first duty is to keep the machine oiled.




    As for the churches and chapels now surplus to requirements, what happens to them? Well, they are often transformed into apartments, new floors slicing the airy vault of the nave into cosy living-space. Sometimes they become bingo halls, or casinos, or restaurants – the money-changers coming back into the temple with a vengeance. Or they can become offices, like the charming late-eighteenth-century chapel of St James Pentonville down the hill from us, where Grimaldi the clown is buried in the graveyard, and which is now rebuilt as the HQ of a marketing firm. Such conversions recall, in reverse, the conversion of royal office blocks, ‘basilicas’ (kingly things), into the first great churches after the Emperor Constantine was himself converted. The less prepossessing Nonconformist chapels in poor areas like the heads of the Welsh valleys are turned into warehouses and junk stores. But a select few former places of worship have qualified for the most upmarket, state-of-the-art change of use that the twenty-first century can imagine.




    My last port of call in this chapter is to a venue if possible even less glamorous than Swindon. Our destination lies to the east of London, in the overgrown Essex suburb of Chigwell. On a bluff above the River Roding still stands the white Georgian mansion of Claybury Hall with its grounds laid out by Humphry Repton who praised its ‘profusely beautiful situation’. A century later, that beauty was swamped by the building of the enormous Middlesex county asylum, by George Thomas Hine, the asylum specialist. Hine entered every architectural competition for these new model mental hospitals and won five of them. For most of the twentieth century, these colossal complexes with their castellated water towers and carefully segregated buildings dominated the skyline on the hills round London – the great Italianate palazzo of Colney Hatch, for once not by Hine but by Samuel Daukes, being the most famous. For nearly 100 years, the physically infirm and mentally distressed of the Home Counties were shovelled into these vast hilltop institutions. But then in the second half of the twentieth century, reported cases of neglect and brutality in the mental hospitals began to afflict the public conscience. Radical thinkers began openly to question whether so many vulnerable people needed to be institutionalized in this way. The places became known as ‘snakepits’, and one by one they closed, and their inmates were released into the inattentive arms of Care in the Community. Claybury shut its doors in 1996, and like so many of the others the buildings were converted to private homes to meet the insatiable appetite for housing in and around London. As well as the existing residential blocks, the spacious grounds provided intensely valuable land for building on, and little clumps and crescents of new houses were added to Hine’s massive blocks. But what was to be done with his Grand Recreational Hall with its superb barrel vaulting and ornate proscenium arch topped by a bust of Shakespeare? What, above all, was to be done with Hine’s adjoining chapel with its sturdy Early English nave and ribbed apse, its splendid cruck ceiling and delicate brick clerestory?




    There could only be one answer – a health club and spa. At a cost of £3.6 million, Esporta Health and Fitness had the hall and chapel converted to the designs of Goodwin Austin Johnson into a superb gymnasium and swimming pool. Now you may loll in the azure chlorine and gaze on George Thomas Hine’s Gothic pillars and canted apse and reflect on all the thousands of mental patients who over the years mumbled their quavering prayers just above your head.




    What a delight it is to swim slowly up the aisle between these sturdy round pillars so creamy in the light splashing through the stained glass. Where the high altar used to stand, rejuvenation is now provided by the jets of the spa bath bubbling up from below rather than by the Holy Spirit descending from above. To the right, the old Lady Chapel conceals a handy sauna to sweat out one’s physical impurities, where once the supplicant in private prayer sought to wash away her spiritual shortcomings. Most glorious of all, round the apse are blazoned the three emblems of Esporta: the beaming sun, the ripples and the wine glass. As I stumble still steaming from the sauna, in a moment of vision I see that these are the three modern sacraments: sun, sea and sangria, as it used to say in the old advertisements for Spanish tourism. For the first time, it comes to me too how closely they mirror the emblems of the older faith: the sun, the waters of baptism and the communion cup. Why, that is the smiling image of Sulis Minerva, the obverse of the glaring Rasta-locked god of Roman Bath.




    Claybury is not the only one of Hine’s piles which has been thus converted. The chapel at his Netherne Hospital in the Surrey hills, not far from Epsom racecourse, is now a splendid pool for the use of members of the Netherne Management Company. Perhaps the same thing will eventually happen not just to all Hine’s chapels but to other redundant churches too. One Sunday morning in the foreseeable future, the Gibbon of the day may perform a leisurely backstroke up the nave of some great cathedral – Winchester for preference, it has the longest nave in Europe – gazing at the magnificent ceiling and reflecting how odd it is that this soaring edifice was originally built as a house for men to offer up their prayers to a God whom they could not hear or touch or see.
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