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        The herded wolves, bold only to pursue;


        The obscene ravens, clamorous oer the dead;


        The vultures , to the conquerors banner true,


        Who feed where Desolation first has fed,


        And whose wings rain contagion.

      

    

  


  
    (Shelley in Adonais on the critics)

  


  
  WHEN I FIRST met the significant other who was to become my wife, I was already an established dance critic
  on the Sunday Telegraph, and she was already a leading ballerina of the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden. As can be imagined this meant there was already a certain tension, a certain
  frisson between us. It had actually been reported in the news that an American ballerina in New York had emptied a bowl of punch over the head of an American critic, Clive Barnes,
  when they first met at a party. Here were we, meeting for the first time at a party. I looked round anxiously to make sure no bowl of punch was to hand. Fortunately for me she was more interested
  in a verbal assault. Are you a dancer?, she asked, Have you any idea what it feels like to go out alone on that stage watched by over two thousand people, and try to keep their
  attention? If not, what right have you to pass judgement on a performance? How can you possibly dare to suggest you know what you are talking about? Although remarkably pretty, in the flesh
  she was smaller than I had expected, but she certainly made up for this by the combative nature of her assault. I was quite unready for such a spirited attack.




  Yet I was after all a critic. Words were my stock in trade. I had my answer ready. No, I said, I am not a dancer. I am a writer. I do not dance, I write. And I do not write
  for dancers, choreographers, dance teachers or ballet directors. As, I hope, an informed member of the audience, I write for other members of the audience. I write for my equals, other members of
  your audience, just as I might share my views with them if we left a performance together. It is surely human nature to want to share views, to discuss and analyse, to ask why some things are
  successful and others fail, to compare one thing with another? And since you ask, I said, I do dance. Perhaps you will let me show you? And I led her on to the dance floor,
  where one thing led to another.


  All the same, I was very much aware at the time that my answer was inadequate. Art criticism is an exacting and honourable profession. It has a long history. It is itself a branch of literature
  and some very grand writers indeed have been critics of the fine arts. They deserved a better defence.


  First and foremost an art critic must presumably have a fairly straightforward idea of what is meant by the very word art, and what art is for. A wouldbe
  critic must also have knowledge of the history of aesthetics and of art criticism. Alongside that must go detailed knowledge of the history and achievements of the chosen art form and also a good
  idea of how that art form chimes in with developments in the other fine arts of its day. Even more importantly, the critic must approach a new work of art with an open mind, trying hard to avoid
  preconceived ideas about what the artist should be doing. There is also the crucial question of humility. The critic should be humble. Critics are dealing with the work of professionals who have in
  most cases devoted their lives to what they create. They deserve respect. A critic may not always feel that an artist has succeeded, but he is not handing down judgements from some lofty throne.
  Any critic who uses a perceived failure as an opportunity to have an ego trip all over the page, is behaving dishonourably.


  Anybody with any knowledge of art history must also be aware that all too often there have been periods when critics have done positive harm to the development of an art form, have been too
  dismissive of important creations, and sometimes positively obstructive. It is almost inevitable that some artists should be out of touch with later developments, or fail to appreciate the work of
  much younger contemporaries. We can understand why Rossini should have said of the Symphonie Fantasque by Berlioz, How fortunate we all are that this has nothing to do with
  music! We can still honour and admire Rossini for his own creations, but it is a different matter when we realise that largely as a result of the critical writings of the time, the Paris
  Opera should have presented year after year new productions by a mediocre Meyerbeer, and almost nothing by Berlioz. The fact that Berlioz was himself such a perceptive and engaging music critic,
  somehow makes this even worse.


  Any consideration of the role of the critic in the arts must therefore begin with what will hopefully be a brief survey of the history of art criticism.


  What is amazing is that in any discussion of the arts, of art critics or of aesthetic theories, we still have to trail back five centuries before the birth of Christ to the achievements of the
  ancient Greeks. It is a truism to say that our culture began with those Athenian citizens, but as far as the arts are concerned, what they thought and wrote and created has clung like an Old Man of
  the Sea on to the shoulders of European art ever since. As we shall see, their refining of naturalism in the visual arts firmly directed the development of Western visual arts until well into the
  20th century. In order to prove my point, let me come briefly forward to the early 18th century, to quote from a work originally written in Latin (that in itself speaks
  volumes about classical influence!), De Arte Graphica by Du Fresnoy (1611-1688) translated into French by de Piles (1635-1709) and then translated into English by that distinguished
  poet and critic, John Dryden, and published in 1713 as The Art of Painting:


  
    
      
        The principal and most important part of Painting is to find out and thoroughly to understand what nature has made most beautiful and most proper to this Art; and
        that a choice of it may be made according to the Tastes and manner of the Ancients: Without which all is nothing but a blind and rash Barbarity; which rejects what is most beautiful and seems
        with audacious Insolence to despise an Art, of which it is wholly ignorantOur business is to imitate the beauties of Nature as the Ancients have done before us, and as the Object and
        Nature of the thing require from us. And for this reason we must be careful in the Search of Ancient Medals, Statues, Gems, Vases, Paintings and Basso-Relievos; And of all other things which
        discover to us the Thoughts and Inventions of the Graecians; because they furnish us with great Ideas and make our Productions wholly Beautiful.

      

    

  


  Dryden is writing 1200 years after the flowering of ancient Greek culture, and yet is still slavishly kowtowing to it. So what was it that made what they created and what they thought and wrote
  about the arts so special? The first thing to notice is that they did indeed write and think about and discuss the role of the arts in society. That in itself made them special and different. In
  Plato, in Aristotle, in Xenophons reminiscences of what Socrates said, we have an astonishing record of well thought-out ideas about the role of arts. Although they were surrounded by things
  made and being created to give aesthetic pleasure, that whole concept would have been alien to their thinking. That has probably been the case since humankind first emerged. From the making of clay
  pots, to hand axes, to the cave paintings of the Aurignacian and Magdalenian periods, it is obvious that although what we call artefacts had immediate social purposes, some of which we no longer
  understand, a conscious effort has been made to make them look as good as possible. Pots have decoration on them that is not strictly functional. Their proportions may have been
  tapered to give a pleasing effect, and so on. The Greeks, like everybody before them, ignored this aspect of art. Adornos 20th century theories about the autonomy of art,
  divorcing itself from its social purposes and social conditioning, to be enjoyed purely as a work which itself gives aesthetic pleasure, or theories of art for arts sake, would have been
  outside their comprehension altogether.


  Ancient Greek art was very much a social art (or to use Adornos terminology an instrumental art). It clearly met social purposes. It had a use. It was part of social life.
  Poetry was written to be declaimed in public at every city or religious ceremony, not to be savoured in private. Often it was sung as part of the music which accompanied most social ceremonies.
  Reading and writing Homer were the bedrock of what they learned at school. Drama was part of a religious ceremony attended by all the citizens. Sculptures were made to adorn temples, or to
  commemorate a mans life. The Greeks had no idea of fine arts. Indeed they had no word for art at all. Artefacts were judged according to how well they were made, and according
  to how well they met the purpose for which they were intended and whether that purpose was worthwhile. In Platos dialogue, Hippias Major, he proposes a definition of beauty as
  effectiveness for some good purpose. Technique and educational, moral and social effectiveness were the criteria by which art was judged. Yet Plato was an idealist. He thought a
  glimpse of beauty was a glimpse of the ideal, the perfect, the divine.


  The art they were judging was revolutionary. The Greeks, and the Romans after them, so refined the visual arts as to push them in a radically new direction, into forms which we call naturalism.
  Increasingly, artists tried to make a work seem more like real life. A sculpture might be made of marble or bronze, but its creators aim was to make the figure it portrayed as lifelike as
  possible. Virgil in the Aeneid (vi 847), describes gently breathing bronzes and faces that, though made in marble, were alive. Using techniques of tone and perspective,
  painters too attempted to present a picture that was as close as possible to a representation of actual people, actual scenery, actual buildings. We still admire the skills they developed in doing
  so. E.H. Gombrich in Art and Illusion (1960) stated, It needed the extension of our historical horizon and our increased awareness of the art of other civilizations to bring
  home to us what has rightly been called the Greek miracle, the uniqueness of Greek art. This move to naturalism in the visual arts was important because it flowered right
  through the classical period (and in the Roman Empire the arts became increasingly important from the Augustan age onwards) and, after the interregnum of the Dark Ages in northern Europe and the
  medieval period, flourished with growing confidence in Europe from the Renaissance until the invention of the camera in the 19th century halted it in its tracks. By then European culture
  had become so used to naturalism, that it almost took it for granted.


  Yet as Harold Osborne has perceptively pointed out in his Aesthetics and Art Theory, naturalism had disadvantages, particularly for art critics. In a sense, a picture that is
  attempting to show people and scenery that are really out there in actual life, pushes the viewer through its frame, almost as though he or she was looking through a window on the
  wall at what is real and actual. As a result the viewer and the critic tend to concentrate on the subject of the picture rather than on the picture itself. This has meant in practice that a great
  deal of art criticism has tended to be descriptive rather than analytical, tended to describe the subject of a picture rather than attempt to analyse the ways the painter has approached the
  problems of painting it. It is fair to say that what makes Gombrich such an excellent historian and art critic is precisely that he attempts to analyse the picture as a picture rather than be
  seduced by the painter into losing himself in the pictures subject matter. At the other extreme, Andr Malraux in his Les Voix du Silence (1951) has observed that
  Stendhals voluminous account of the painter Correggio could be transferred almost without altering a word, to a description of a great actress on a stage in a theatre. Stendhal has stepped
  through the frame of the picture and is lost in the subject of the painting. Since most of the paintings of the ancient Greeks and Romans have perished, and all we have left is what was written
  about them, this is doubly distressing. We do not need the rhapsodising descriptions by Callistratus in the 4th century AD. What we would have liked would be some attempt to analyse what
  the painters and sculptors were trying to do, and how they were doing it.


  In 1997, a fascinating exhibition, Ancient Faces: Mummy Portraits from Roman Egypt at the British Museum, made it exhilaratingly clear that at least some paintings from the
  2nd century AD had survived intact and these were put on show. Thanks to the exceptional preservative conditions of the Egyptian desert, they had been turning up in excavations
  throughout the 19th century, but art critics had paid them almost no attention. They fell into a gap between two scholarly specialisations. Egyptologists thought they were classical and
  Classicists thought they were Egyptian. From the 1st century AD onwards, Greek communities in Egypt under the Roman Empire had accepted Egyptian beliefs about mummification and the
  after-life, but added their own custom of including a portrait of the deceaseds face on the outer case of the mummy. The ancient Greeks considered the high point of their painting tradition
  and heritage was reached under Apelles in the 4th century BC, but this tradition was obviously still flourishing in the Alexandrine School of painting from which the painters of the
  mummy cases came in the 2nd centuy AD. Some of the paintings were in tempera, some were in encaustic. Pliny in his Natural History gives a recipe for Punic wax which recent
  experiments have proved to be an excellent painting medium that fits well with the evidence of the portraits. What was astonishing, and something of a revelation in this exhibition, was the
  dazzling range of skills and techniques apparent in the paintings themselves. They look amazingly modern. Not one of the range of skills and techniques naturalism prides itself on developing since
  the Renaissance is missing in these portraits. As Euphrosyne Dioxiadis wrote in the introduction to the catalogue, It is not until some fifteen centuries later, in the faces painted by
  Titian or Rembrandts depiction of his own features as he saw them reflected in the mirror, that the same artistry  is witnessed again. These survivals, it should be
  remembered, came not from the big centres where it was all happening, not from Athens, Rome or even Alexandria, but from obscure provincial painters, competently maintaining a noble tradition.


  It is depressing enough that in recent times, art critics and historians have ignored this astonishing array of talent as being outside their range of specialisation. What is even more
  depressing is the paltry evidence of what we want to know, provided in the writings of classical critics that have survived. Naturalism produced some wonderful art, but as Osborne made clear, it
  tended to reduce its art critics to rhapsodies of description of the subject matter of the paintings or the sculptures, not any worthwhile analysis of the works themselves.


  There was one lively area of Greek art where naturalism played almost no part. This was the drama. This had developed a range of conventions of its own which took it far away from naturalism. It
  was written in verse, some of it sung by a chorus, or declaimed by masked figures. Nothing much actually happened on stage, since most of the action of the drama was reported as having happened
  off-stage. It tended to take place around one set of events, in one place and within a given timescale  the dramatic unities. Bearing Osbornes observations in mind, it
  is not really surprising that it was around the drama, and also around public speaking which both the Greeks and the Romans considered an extremely important aspect of public life, that much
  important Greek and Roman art criticism centred.


  Far and away the most important critic, indeed the first major critic as we understand the term, was Aristotle (384-322 BC). He was of course much more than that. He is still thought of as a
  major figure in the world of philosophy, logic and biology. Fortunately for posterity, this brilliant mind turned his attention to aesthetics, and to art criticism, and in the Poetics
  incomplete as it is, and in the Rhetoric, he set out theories and insights, which to this day still colour our thinking, and which for better and for worse, dominated European
  assumptions about art, literature and drama for all too many centuries after his death.


  From a modern point of view he had some limitations. He knew only ancient Greek literature and art as it existed in the 4th century BC. Like all Greeks of his time, he regarded all
  other cultures and civilisations around him as inferior and mere savagery. He was tutor to Alexander the Great, and we know that tensions grew between them when Alexander began to be fascinated by
  the Persian culture he was conquering. Much of the Greek literature and art that Aristotle knew has since perished, but we still have enough of ancient Greek literature, drama and art generally to
  know and share what made up Aristotles knowledge and experience of art. Since then we have advantages he did not have. Quite a bit has survived from the Roman period, so that we have at
  least a representative sample from the long and fruitful period of the Roman Empires art and literature, about which he knew nothing at all. We also have the long creative achievements in
  Europe since the collapse of the Roman Empire, a long tradition which inevitably allows us to take a more comprehensive view, to say nothing of what we now know about other cultures throughout the
  world, including the Persian one of his own time which he so despised. Most of us would tend to side with Alexander.


  Most of the literature he knew was in verse, much of it intended for performance in a theatre. It is understandable, given the drama of his day, that he should be rather dismissive of comedy,
  and pay more reverence to tragedy than later theatre history would justify. The glaring lack, from our point of view, is any substantial body of prose fiction. In prose he was limited to the works
  we still admire, Plato and Xenophon, Herodotus and Thucydides, and many of the great orators including Demosthenes.


  Essentially the Poetics concerns itself with poetry, and the Rhetoric, on the surface at least, deals with what was an important element in Greek life, the ability to
  speak well in public, speechcraft; but in fact turns out to be in effect a careful analysis of the art of prose.

  
  What is perhaps the most serious of Aristotles limitations is
  the way ethics keeps crowding in on artistic judgements. While not as explicitly laid down as it is in his Metaphysics or his Politics, Aristotle lays down solidly
  enough in the Poetics and the Rhetoric that the end of art is pleasure. Yet educational, moral and social effectiveness are always lurking in the background as part of
  any artistic judgement. In the theatre the audience was to be purged of suppressed emotions as well as pleased, and pleased in order to be purged. In prose the audience were to be pleased in order
  to be persuaded. There was always the pill to be swallowed along with the sweetness of the pleasure. Here Aristotles influence proved nothing short of disastrous, particularly
  in the 17th and 18th centuries.


  


  Aristotle and Violence in the Media


  YET HOW REFRESHING it is to find in the Poetics carefully reasoned definitions and analysis. He first sets
  out his scheme for dealing with poetry, with its various kinds and their essential parts, the structure of the plot, the number and nature of the parts and the rest of the poetic method. Whether
  Epic, Tragedy, Comedy or Dithyrambic, poetry is essentially mimesis, an imitation of life. But the different genres differ not only in the medium but in the aims and
  manner of that imitation. Having looked at music and dancing as non-literary examples of mimesis, he turns to poetry proper. After dealing with rhythm and metre and rhyme, he looks at
  the aims of poetry, to show men in action either as better than life (heroic or idealising), as they are (realistic naturalism) or worse (caricature or
  satire). Poetry has two causes, the desire for imitation, with the pleasure that brings, and the desire for harmony. He says little on comedy, implying that he does not really warm to it. Epic and
  tragedy deserve more attention, tragedy above all others. Then he launches into the definition of tragedy that has been the basis for much speculation ever since.


  Saintsbury translates it as An imitation of an action, serious, complete and possessing magnitude, in language sweetened with each kind of sweetening in the several parts, conveyed by
  action and recital, possessing pity and terror, accomplishing the purgation of such emotions. It has become known as the theory of catharsis. Tragedy needs some thought as regards scenery,
  music and dancing, and the actual words, but it also requires consideration and plot, the setting together of incidents, the action, to which
  character is very much subordinate. Song is only a decoration (opera was centuries in the future) and scenery should come last of all since although influencing the soul, it is
  inartistic (this is presumably not a comment on theatre scenery in general but on the scenery available in 4th century Athens!). The plot has to be a complete whole with a beginning, a
  middle and an end. The plot must have unity, just so much and just so little so that there are no omissions and no redundancies. He then deals in detail with plot, character, consideration and the
  chorus. He then examines epic poetry and explains in detail why he thinks tragedy superior.


  Among so much careful analysis, perhaps two ideas stand out: the theory of mimesis and that of catharsis. It is also worth noting that nowhere does he spell out the
  need for three dramatic unities as the seventeenth century critics insisted he did! Much has been hung on the peg of catharsis, the idea that much of the force of drama is that it
  enables the audience to act out in the theatre imaginatively passions and emotions that it therefore does not need to act out in real life. As the poet Milton puts it in his preface to
  Samson Agonistes, by raising pity and fear, or terror, to purge the mind of those and such-like passions  that is, to temper and reduce them to just measure with a kind
  of delight, stirred up by reading or seeing those passions well imitated.


  If one of his students had asked Aristotle for an example of catharsis in action, he might well have referred them to the play Agamemnon by Aeschylus. Here Agamemnon, the overall
  commander of the Greeks during the ten years of the Trojan war, having finally destroyed Troy, returns home, only to discover, as so many soldiers returning from the wars have discovered, that his
  wife, Clytemnestra, has been having an affair with another man. He takes a bath while deciding what to do about this, but his wife forestalls him. While he is immersed in the calming water, she
  steals up behind him, throws a great cloak over him and hacks away at the writhing cloak with an axe, until it writhes no more, and blood seeps out from beneath the edges of the cloak. Agamemnon,
  who escaped the weapons of all the Trojans for so many years, could not escape those of his wife.


  Now, however blissful the married state, there are moments of extreme irritation and exasperation, when most wives have a sudden, almost blinding desire to batter some sense into their
  uncomprehending spouses. Wives in general have the good sense to suppress these moments of fury. If there were wives in that 4th century Attic audience, Aristotle might say, they were
  able imaginatively to experience what it would be like to give way to these suppressed desires, and so work them out of their system. This would be catharsis in action. They would also, of course,
  work out the consequences too, looking at the terrible dilemma this posed for Clytemnestras son Orestes, who was supposed both to honour and obey his mother and also avenge the death and
  restore the honour of his father.


  Aristotles theory has not been restricted to 4th century Athens. It is used extensively today to justify the depiction of violence in media fiction, particularly film and
  television. Fiction sets out to give a picture of real life. Violence is a part of real life. Fiction which ignored violence or falsified or sentimentalised it, would not be true to its role of
  imitating life. Depraved and deprived teenagers flock to films depicting horror and violence, we are told, just because they are able to work out of their system, urges which might otherwise lead
  them into anti-social acts which would have far more serious consequences than a mere visit to the cinema. Opponents deny this. On the contrary they say, this frequent depiction of so much
  violence, provides role models for them to imitate. No modern critic can afford to ignore this controversy.


  Before immersing ourselves in these arguments, it might be as well to ask why people are so fascinated by violence anyway. The reason is fairly obvious. We are all frightened of being hurt,
  frightened of pain. It is a basic fear. When we were small, larger children could all too easily hurt us, and often did so. Even inanimate objects could suddenly turn against us, the stairs we were
  descending, the drawer we were trying to shut, could all too quickly turn to agony with a footstep put wrong, a finger left in the way. It is this basic fear of pain which underlies our fascination
  with violence. It is a fear that never goes away. The creators of film and television fiction know that if they depict violence and horror, they can plug into this basic fear and probably hold our
  fascinated attention very easily. That is why they have a responsibility to be true to life. If they are showing characters and a situation where violence would actually have arisen in real life,
  then it is surely fair to depict it in fiction. But if they are wallowing in violence for the sake of it, that might well be the moment when the responsible critic has to draw the line.
  Chainsaw Massacre Tree should not inspire confidence in the modern film critic, whatever Aristotle says.


  There is also another process at work. Films showing horror and violence in the 1920s still exist and are still occasionally shown. In their day they left their audiences gripped and horrified.
  Nowadays they seem faintly comic and have almost no effect on us whatsoever. Why should this be so? Sadly, every film director making a film about violence knows that if his film is to be
  successful, if it is to put bums on seats (and in the film trade it is the number of tickets sold which matters, in television it is the ratings, the viewing figures that mean success or failure),
  he must make his violent scenes just that little bit more nauseating, more upsetting, than any film that has gone before him. Gradually, and it has been a slow process, this has meant that film
  audiences have been led down a primrose path of ever greater violence, ever more nauseating and upsetting nastiness. That is why the early films seem so ineffective. Modern audiences have become
  accustomed to much more sophisticated unpleasantness, so that violence has to be really horrid to evoke a response. Modern critics can rightly point out that this has raised the level of our
  expectations of violence, made it probably more likely that we opt for violence in real life as a result of what we have become accustomed to in the media. Aristotles theory of catharsis
  still applies, but we have been drawn toward ever increasing violence and nastiness in the interests of making a profit and selling seats, something Aristotle could not possibly have foreseen. In
  his day entrance to the theatre was free!


  


  Later Greek Critics, particularly Longinus


  SADLY THE LATER centuries of ancient Greek art criticism concerned themselves with endlessly refining the theories of
  Plato, Aristotle and others, inventing ever more complicated terms and categories, and splitting more and more philosophic hairs, until the process seemed to have become a positive maze of
  complexity, still concerning themselves chiefly with the public art of oratory. Modern readers may find French structuralist critics of the 1960s and 1970s heavy going, but here is a fairly typical
  example of 1st century AD Greek criticism from the fourth chapter of the third book of Hermogenes, a manual which became the textbook for later Greek rhetoric:


  
    
      
        Since many have set out many things about epicheiremes and have spent much speech on this, and nobody has been able to bring it home to the mind clearly, I shall
        endeavour, as clearly as I can, to decide what is the invention of the epicheireme which constructs the kephalaion or the lusis, and what the invention of the ergasia which constructs the
        epicheireme and what the invention of the enthymeme which constructs the ergasia.

      

    

  


  Pity the poor ancient Greek student of rhetoric!


  There is one glorious exception, Longinus on the Sublime. We know surprisingly little about him, and it is only by amazing luck that his treatise has survived at all. In the
  10th century it was copied into a medieval manuscript, although it has been estimated that about a third of the treatise is lost. What we have is so valuable as to make this loss even
  more regrettable. The treatise appears to date from the 1st century AD. It quotes from over fifty writers, none of them later than the 1st century. We have no reference to
  Longinus in any writer of antiquity, but then his treatise is a response to and a rebuttal of another work on the Sublime by one Caecilius. We have no reference to him either by any writer in
  antiquity. It is a sad reminder of how much we have lost from the intellectual life of so many hundreds of years in the classical period. There can be no doubt of the works authenticity,
  since, fortunately for us, it quotes in full a poem by Sappho, the Ode to Anactoria, which would otherwise have been completely lost. All too many of its other references have been
  lost also. The work was published in Basle in 1559, but it was Boileaus 1674 translation into French which established its importance in France, as did William Smiths 1739 English
  translation in England. It had a considerable influence on Edmund Burke, and was an important influence on Romanticism. It is astonishing that a work written in the 1st century should
  have proved so relevant, and so much admired, more than 1700 years after it was written.


  What made it so special? The first thing to notice is that the word sublime is not a very good translation. The best and finest might be a closer approximation to the
  meaning the word had for Longinus. In one way, he can be thought of as the first of the moderns. He brushes aside all talk of the social value of the work of art, and is not concerned
  with whether art helps us purge our emotions, extends our imaginative experience of life, or is morally improving. Nor is he bothered about persuading an audience. He comes straight
  out and says firmly and without equivocation that art exists to give us transports of delight, and it succeeds or fails purely in terms of whether it manages to do this or not. This
  is the first clear statement of A.E. Housemans bristling at the back of the neck, that clear and unmistakeable wave of pleasure that art can bring. He is only concerned with
  literature, but boldly sets out to analyse what makes for the sublime. He defines five sources, command of strong and manly thought; grandly felt passions; skill at manipulating figures of speech;
  brilliant language; and admirable composition. He gives a fine range of examples to prove each point he makes, although sadly, in all too many cases, we no longer know the works he mentions.


  


  Roman Critics


  THE ROMAN CRITICS, foremost among them those who devoted themselves to literature like Horace, Cicero and above all
  Quintilian, although ready to compare Homer with Virgil, often to the benefit of the latter, remained a little too awe-struck by the achievements of the Greeks, to reach any real independence. With
  the doubtful exception of the Satire, the Romans created no new literary forms, even their theatre was a pretty slavish imitation of the Greeks, unless one includes the brutalities of arenas like
  the Colosseum, which do not exactly redound to their credit.


  Yet the savouring of the finest examples of the different arts, comparisons between them, discussions about them and attempts to analyse their effects and creative workmanship, were all
  something the classical period increasingly took for granted as part of social intercourse among educated people. All this and so much more were swept away in the collapse of the Roman Empire in
  the West and the disintegration and poverty of what historians call the Dark Ages which followed that collapse in the 5th and 6th centuries AD. Only as society gradually
  stabilised and reorganised itself in Europe in what historians call the Medieval Period did the arts, haltingly and in very different circumstances, begin to matter once again.


  


  The Middle Ages


  THE MIDDLE AGES, stretching from the 8th to the 15th centuries, now seem strangely alien to modern
  eyes. Poverty, ignorance and superstition were the background to deeply felt religious faith. At the same time we can only admire some of the social values of the time. Charging interest on a loan
  was felt to be taking an advantage of others less well placed, and therefore unfair. Charging more for something than it was worth was felt to be a crime that should be punished.
  Paying less than fair wages to workers was also punishable by law. The Church went out of its way to support and help those who were sick or disabled. Society made a positive effort to be
  fair to its members. The market economy existed only as a pale shadow of what it would eventually become.


  In medieval society, the arts were handmaidens to religion, their purpose being to help the Church to spread the word of God. Not all the arts were so high-minded. Popular music, songs and
  ballads tended to develop themes the Church did not approve of. Performing troops of mime players seem to have continued to tour widely from classical times onwards, performing in fairs and market
  places. Much of the proof they were there at all depends on the frequent attempts by the church to have them banned altogether. Their subject matter depended on bawdiness and farmyard humour which
  the Church did not like at all. They were still there in the Renaissance, by then calling themselves the Commedia dellArte.


  The queen of the arts was undoubtedly architecture. It dominated the other arts. Sculpture and painting were there to adorn the churches and cathedrals. Furniture and even jewellery did their
  best to pretend they were really architecture. One of the many ironies of the Albert Memorial in Hyde Park, designed and built in the white heat of the 19th centurys Gothic
  Revival, is that it was based on miniature medieval shrines, that were doing their best to pretend they were really architecture, until Sir George Gilbert Scott came along and transformed them into
  real architecture, from fantasy to reality, with stunning effect. Similarly, the anonymous architects and builders who laboriously erected the magnificent cathedrals we still cherish, would never
  have guessed that the buildings they spent their lives creating to the greater glory of God, would one day be appreciated and savoured in their own right as superb works of art.


  Art critics were in very short supply during the medieval period. The historian has to rely when attempting to estimate what people thought about art, on picking up views expressed while the
  writers were mainly talking about something else. There is one illustrious exception. At the beginning of the 14th century, the greatest poet of the period, Dante himself, wrote a
  treatise in Latin, De Vulgari Eloquentia, defending the use of the vernacular, everyday Florentine Italian, for the poetry he was so magnificently creating, and discussing in detail
  what made poetry effective as an art form. It might seem contradictory to write in Latin how important it was not to write in Latin, but that is how the Middle Ages were. Latin was the common
  language among an educated minority right across Europe. It obviously helped to create a widespread cosmopolitanism, a sense that being European was as important as being whatever particular
  nationality an individual claimed. Dante intelligently and comprehensively surveys the main divisions of European languages, and understandably plumps for his own Florentine version of Italian. He
  seems not to know very much of the many hundreds of years of classical Greek and Roman criticism that preceded the Dark Ages. He clearly knows a great deal less of them than we do today. He has not
  read the Poetics of Aristotle, he has not read Longinus on the Sublime. In a sense he is starting from scratch. It is clear that for him, criticism involves looking at the ways a
  writer chooses to express his ideas, and the impression this makes on the reader, and he proceeds, robustly, to look at the kinds of poetic diction available to the poet in the vernacular. It is a
  brilliant discussion from a man of genius. It therefore goes almost without saying, that it was largely ignored in his own time and has been generally undervalued since.


  A good example of the kind of detective work the art historian has to do to try and find out what people thought of art in this long and fascinating period is provided by a late 14th
  century Lollard work, A Treatise of Miraclis Playinge. The early Christian Church, after originally banning any kind of drama, eventually came round to seeing that drama, like
  painting and sculpture, could be used to try and convey the Christian message to an illiterate, superstitious and ignorant congregation. Throughout the Middle Ages drama became steadily more
  organised and more important. It developed into two kinds, drama played out in an arena, generally specially built for the occasion, and street drama, where a succession of carts, each showing a
  scene in the play, trundled round a city, to assembled groups of spectators, playing the same scene over and over to different groups. The players had to be local amateurs, speaking a dialect the
  audience understood, but the production was organised by the Church in conjunction with the local craft guilds, generally overseen by itinerant priests who specialised in putting on shows of this
  kind. The Middle English Dictionary defines miracle as A dramatisation of any Scriptural event or legend of a saint, martyr etc. also a performance of such a play. The
  Lollard author is therefore concerning himself with what was fairly typical of town life in the medieval period, the presentation of a play. He is critical because he considers a play
  trivial, whereas a religious truth is serious and not to be taken lightly. A play breaks the second commandment because (and I have updated some of the language) no man should
  use in bawdiness and play, the miracle and works that Christ so earnestly wrought for our health. This is, as David Mills in the Revels History of Drama points out, the exact
  opposite of Chaucers and eek men shall nat maken ernest of game, but the sense that game is trivial and not to be taken seriously, whereas religion belongs to
  what one should be very serious about, is clear enough. The ancient Greeks could laugh about what they took seriously, and Chaucer is civilised enough to do the same, but the Lollard author sees
  things in black and white. Laughter was trivial and religion was serious, and never the twain shall meet.


  He looks at the arguments used in favour of religious drama; that they teach the Bible stories and help in spreading devotion. Clearly this was a stock defence. Friar William Melton used it to
  praise the York Corpus Christi play of 1426 :


  
    
      
        Also profitable to men and to the worship of God is to fulfil and seek all the means by which men leave sin and draw themselves to virtue. And just as there are men who
        only by earnest good works will be converted to God, so there are other men that will not be converted to God except by recreation and play

      

    

  


  Our author denies that this is possible. Plays cannot convert men for they are themselves untrue when compared to the actual words of scripture. They are created, more to delight bodily
  desires than to be a book to guide lewd men. They create only the illusion of being sorry for evil acts, by appealing to physical senses and desires, and therefore, being more sorry
  for pain than sin, they falsely weep for a loss of bodily prosperity, rather than for the loss of truly spiritual things. Since many of the miracle plays enacted the painful martyrdom of
  saints, with much use of pigges blood and firecrackers, one can see that the Lollard author had a point. Plays may look like a form of worship, but they are different from real
  devotion and teaching, both in the way they appeal and in the response they evoke.


  This brings our author to his most telling point. He realises that drama exists as drama, and that religious drama just happens to be about religion, with an ostensibly religious aim and subject
  matter. But its real aim is different. It is trying to create effective drama. The priests who stage drama are looking for what works best on the audience as they watch the action, and they are
  working hard not so much to convert the spectators as to make the drama as effective as possible for that moment.


  These miracle players and their supporters are veritable apostates; both because they put God behind them and give priority to their own lusts. They have God in mind only for the sake of the
  play, and they delight far more in the play than in the miracle it supposedly deals with.


  He goes on to make a comparison between the preacher and the play. Often their subject matter is the same. The preacher in the pulpit can be very dramatic, using many of the tricks that an actor
  uses. But the preacher hopefully practises what he preaches (has our author read Chaucer?) whereas our author has some scathing things to say about the real lives of those who act in plays and
  about the mercenary motives of many of those who support them, and he questions the behaviour and the motives of all too many in the audience as well.


  I have devoted space to this Lollard partly because he is the authentic voice of medieval criticism (and not so very different from Bible belt, Mid-Western 21st century America!) but
  more because he is typical of all too many critics in that he is depressingly unaware of where his own arguments lead. The Middle Ages had no word for drama, but he is effectively clearing ground
  away to establish drama as a separate art form, as a genre in its own right. He recognises that particular and unique excitement that good drama can set up between actors and audience in a theatre.
  In effect he is recognising that he is dealing with an art, but he condemns it because it is not propaganda. Aristotle accepted that drama gave pleasure, but felt it also had social purposes as
  well. The Lollard regards pleasure as sinful, and denies that drama can be a useful propaganda for religion. All the same he is teetering on the edge of admitting that as an art form it brings
  transports of delight, although nothing would allow him to admit that might be the sole justification for the whole process. He is opposed to drama root and branch, but his own
  argument could almost be used to justify and defend the very thing he sets out to condemn.


  


End of sample
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