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Describing itself as a quarterly journal ‘for the appli-
cation of Christian Principles to Contemporary Soci-

the Kuyper Foundation, a Christian educational trust
founded in 1987, and named after Abraham Kuyper,
the Dutch theologian and statesman. It carries learned

to continue the great tradition of debate which made
Christianity not merely a vehicle for religious senti-
ment, but also an incomparable civilising force.
The issue for July 1998 carries a striking article by
Jean-Marc Berthoud, in which the author identifies

of progressive education and its follies. This schol-
arly article (to be continued in a future edition)
introduces one of the most fascinating figures of the
Reformation, whose tragic life explains (and also

ety’, Christianity and Society is the official organ of

and rigorous articles, which make no apologies for
the faith which inspires them, and which endeavour

Comenius, the Moravian reformer, as the originator

Conservative Journal
Christianity and Society

refutes) the mad Utopian optimism of his thought. In
another extended article Pierre Courthial tries to show
how humanism is ‘vanquished by the law of God’,
with an argument that has some of the high-toned
disdain for secular modes of thought that one associ-
ates with Archbishop Lefebvre or Monsignor Gilbey.
More English in tone is the essay by Colin Wright,
once a bookseller, on “‘How to Read Books’, describing
and endorsing the old fashioned reading habits of
those who read in order to understand, while the
editorial from Stephen C. Perks. the editor, is a
sermon in the old-fashioned Anglican style, exhort-
ing the Church to fulfil its mission, while studiously
avoiding the question ‘which Church, and whose?’

Christianity and Society is available from PO Box No
2, Taunton, Somerset TA1 4ZD, price £3.50 per issue.
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At the recent elections for the European Parliament the
Tory Party sat up on its sick bed and firmly denied the
rumours of its death. There is absolutely no doubt that
this happened because the Party, after months of dither,
finally recognised that it believed in something — namely
in the political independence of the United Kingdom. We
carry in this issue the crucial speech of William Hague,
in which the Conservative leader gives his own reasons
for thinking that the Party must lead the reaction against
the federal process. The speech was delivered in Buda-
pest, where a government of centre-right complexion is
searching for the principles and goals that might rescue
Hungary from the atomising effects of communism. Had
the speech been delivered in England it would have been
promptly followed by one from Kenneth Clark and an-
other from Michael Heseltine, pointing out that what is
good for big business and multinational corporations is
good for Britain — a principle that New Labour has
adopted from the old Conservative Party of Margaret
Thatcher, and which it is heresy to doubt. Mr Hague does
not explicitly doubt it; but, if he is to be consistent in his
opposition to federalism, he must recognise that the
forces behind the European Union are precisely those
which benefit from the extinction or emasculation of
national jurisdictions. First among them are the big
businesses that used to support the Tory Party, until they
saw more advantage in Tony Blair.

It is in this context that we should understand the Euro:
as a currency designed to evade control by national
Parliaments. As John Laughland points out, it was not
the least of Burke’s prophetic insights that he should see,
in the mendacious currency of the French revolutionar-
ies, a design which would remove the freedom and power
of the citizen far more effectively than any law, and leave
all opposition to the revolutionary edicts entirely ineffec-
tive. In similar manner, the Euro will render the subject
peoples of the European Union without the means to
reassert their identity and independence when the day of
reckoning comes. All currencies depend upon the power
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that guarantees them; hence all people in ‘Euroland’, as
it is comically called, will be compelled by economic
necessity to support their own enslavement.

Our European masters wish us to identify ourselves not
as nation-states but as regions, and are busily dividing up
the map of Europe in ways that will effectively negate its
history. We in England will therefore suffer yet another
of those mad ‘reorganisations’ of local government and
local life that abolished the ancient counties. The absurd
result of these bureaucratic follies is discussed here by
Robert Hawley. Far worse than the damage done to
history, however, will be the damage done to the land-
scape, as the slush funds of the EU are poured now into
this and now into that ‘deprived’ region, so as to bring its
infrastructure up to the same uniform standard — the
standard observed along the edges of a motorway. An
England of the regions will be unrecognisable to those
who retain some vestige of the Arcadian vision of our
country that inspired Richard Jefferies — the wayward
naturalist celebrated in this issue by Audrey Parry — and
which was captured in the films of Michael Powell,
whose Canterbury Tale, praised here by Stuart Millson,
helped to inspire the English in the last days of the
Second World War. Since England is not so much a
nation or a people as a country, this endless damage to the
sense of place is one that strikes more effectively at our
sense of identity than any political edict.

Somewhere in the Euro-future, however, in some unvisited
arch beneath a motorway, the old archive will be preserved,
and the half-crazed patriots will rehearse their dwindling
memories. Perhaps they will still be discussing the Raj,
remembered here by Paul Griffin, or the D’Oyly Carte opera
company, which James Lewis recalls with the kind of
obsessional attention to detail that Gilbert and Sullivan
demand. But it may be that even these things will be
forgotten, and that the only subject of discussion will be
where we went wrong. And to that discussion, as Peter
Davison reminds us in the concluding part of his analysis,
Schoenberg will always be relevant.
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Lord Salisbury and the Dangers of

he man after whom this splen-
I did publication is named,
Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, the
Third Marquis of Salisbury, was a
doughty anti-democrat. He saw the
horrific dangers inherent in universal
suffrage, in terms of the
proletarianisation of British politics,
society and eventually culture, and he
fought a brave but ultimately doomed
rearguard action against it, resigning
from the Derby-Disraeli ministry over
the issue in 1867. This is an extract
from my biography of the great Mar-
quis, the first full life of him to be
published in almost half a century. My
book is the product of five years’ im-
mersion in the life and political thought
of Lord Salisbury, whom I believe to be
one of the greatest of all the Tory
philosophers, and the greatest practi-
tioner of Toryism in action:

On 19th January 1861, Lord Robert
Gascoyne-Cecil reviewed a pamphlet
entitled Herr Vogt, which he described
as:

the invective of a refugee who lives in

London against a refugee who lives in

Switzerland. One of them has accused

the other of being Napoleon’s spy; and

the other retorts, among other abuse,
with cutting observations on his adver-
sary’s personal appearance. It will add

something to the secret history of 1848,

and much to the vocabulary of any Eng-

lishman desiring to learn the art of

German imprecation.

Although at first sight Cecil might not
seem to have much in common with
the pamphlet’s author, Karl Marx, in
fact he fully agreed that a class war was
being fought. The only philosophical
difference between Marx and Cecil
was that the former believed the
triumph of the proletariat tobe desirable
and inevitable, whilst the latter

Democracy

Andrew Roberts

emphatically denied both. Their
numerical superiority did not imply to
Cecil that the proletariat had any
inherent right to dominate the
bourgeoisie.

“The struggle between the English
Constitution on the one hand,” Cecil
wrote in the Quarterly Review in April
1860, “and the democratic forces that
are labouring to subvert it on the other,
is now, in reality, when reduced to its
simplest terms and stated in its most
prosaic form, a struggle between those
who have, to keep what they have got,
and those who have not, to get it.”
Marx could also just as easily have
written Cecil’s dictum: “The distribu-
tion of property and the distribution of
political power are inseparably con-
nected. If power is not made to go with
property, property will, in the long
run, infallibly follow power.”

“The suffrage is not a red riband to be
given to classes who have behaved
well,” wrote Cecil in 1864 in answer to
a speech from the Radical democrat
Henry Fawcett. “It is an article in a
deed of partnership, to be arranged on
strict business principles.” The work-
ing classes, then largely denied the
franchise, should not be accorded it,
for the simple reason that because their
numbers exceeded all the other classes
combined, “they would no longer have
a share in the government of the coun-
try, but would govern it altogether”.
This would bedisastrous because “every
class, high and low, habitually and
invariably uses whatever legislative
power it possesses in order to protect
and promote its interests as a class”.
To prove this he cited the way Irish
MPs voted for subsidies to Ireland,
squires stayed up all night (very much
against their normal inclinations) to
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vote for anti-poaching legislation,
manufacturers agitated for commer-
cial treaties and land-owning MPs
voted for the abolition of the malt tax.

Cecil had an apocalyptic vision of
what would happen if the working
man “succeeded to uncontrolled power”
and then pursued his own self-interest.
Unlike the present ruling class, which
knew they could not strain their su-
premacy too far if those under them
were not to assert themselves and shat-
ter the artificial fabric of power “by one
blow”, the working class would not be
held back by any such scruples. “They
will be at liberty so to adjust taxation
that the whole weight of it shall fall on
those who do not depend on weekly
wages, and they shall be exempt.” The
working class would very scon “divide
the lands of the rich among them”.
Poor relief, local taxation, master-serv-
ant relations, the legal obligations be-
tween Capital and Labour, “will be
equally at their unfettered disposal”.
Cecil believed that should the prole-
tariat triumph, as it inevitably must
under universal suffrage, then mass
confiscation and redistribution of prop-
erty through taxation would be the
ultimate result.

If somehow the working classes re-
frained from using their new political
power in order to serve their own inter-
ests, they would “differ much from all
other types of humanity, and may be
regarded as nothing less than angels in
fustian”. To prevent them getting the
opportunity to subject the rich to ex-
ceptional taxation was, he said, in
another unconscious comparison with
Marx, “a matter, not for arguing, but
for fighting”. Once the franchise battle
was lost and the constitutional pali-
sades had been stormed, Cecil assumed



that there could be no going back. In
an exposition entitled “The Theories
of Parliamentary Reform”, published
in a book called Oxford Essays in
1858, Cecil boiled his argument down
to the fact that “the poor voters are
numerous, the rich voters are few; and
the few voters are absolutely and en-
tirely at the mercy of the many”. Under
democracy, he wrote elsewhere, eight
workers would have seven Rothschilds
at their mercy.

Because of his utilitarian belief that
the enfranchised voted according to
their financial self-interest “in its low-
est and least mitigated form”, the idea
that the working classes would not do
exactly the same was to be “found
chiefly in Utopia”. Radical politicians
would bribe the hugely enlarged new
electorate with the money of the rich
through taxation, and the horrific re-
sult would be equality of outcome,
despite “the enormous danger to free-
dom and property that it would in-
volve”. Any a priori constitutional
checks “to fetter the Frankenstein”
would soon prove worthless once “the
lower classes... hastened to confirm
their monopoly of power”.

Cecil constantly referred to the
American experience, where “regu-
larly every four years the whole admin-
istrative expenditure of the country is
converted into an electioneering bribe”
on a scale far larger than “the shy and
covert corruption of the Old World”.
Worse still, the bribes offered were
with the taxpayers’ own money, rather
than that of the corrupt parliamentar-
ians. “We do not care to scrutinise too
closely”, Cecil wrote in February 1861,
“the moral boundary which separates a
reckless hustings pledge from premedi-
tated fraud.” Reform would merely
elevate the bribery of the electorate
from an endemic evil into an approved
system of government. “A philosopher
may draw a distinction between the
pecuniary benefits which will result to
you, as one of a class, from the adop-
tion of a political measure, and the
coarser forms of pecuniary benefit
which results from the insertion of a
five-pound note into your pocket. But
the elector cannot be expected to exer-
cise so subtle a discrimination.”

Cecil’s argument against enfranchis-
ing the working class was not based on
snobbery; he did not argue that the rich
were necessarily better human beings,
as his criticisms of clubland and May-
fair society made clear. But he did
believe that the leisure and education
which the rich could afford, as well as
the pecuniary disinterest they could
show, made them more likely to be
better legislators and choosers of legis-
lators. “Always wealth, in some coun-
tries birth, in all intellectual power and
culture, mark out the men whom, in a
healthy state of feeling, a community
looks to undertake its government,” he
wrote in the Quarterly Review in 1862.
“They have the leisure for the task, and
can give to it the close attention and the
preparatory work which it needs. For-
tune enables them to do it for the most
part gratuitously, so that the struggles
of ambition are not tainted by... sordid
greed.” After a long day’s work, he
argued, mechanics had little opportu-
nity to develop the intellect and politi-
cal knowledge necessary to make
informed decisions.

Cecil had an
apocalyptic vision of
what would happen if

the working man

“succeeded to
uncontrolled power”
and then pursued his

own self-interest

Ridiculing a Radical MP, Edward
Baines, who argued in January 1862
that the working classes should be
enfranchised because of their *“good
behaviour”, Cecil said that the socio-
political equipoise of the nation should
not be upset simply because the work-
ing classes were “universally well-con-
ducted, buy an abundance of penny
tracts, and, when they are admitted to
the Crystal Palace, do not break the
curiosities”. Just because John Bright
“had been cheered in half a dozen
music halls”, Cecil did not believe the
victory of Reform was inevitable, or

much more than the latest manifesta-
tion of “the coarse and grovelling ma-
terialism of the Manchester School”.
When a private member’s Reform Bill
was defeated in the Commons, Cecil
claimed it was because “English gen-
tlemen will scamper off at the first
sound of a demagogue’s bluster as
quickly as an English mob at the first
sight of a red-coat.”

He was over-sanguine, and when
Gladstone proclaimed himself in fa-
vour of universal suffrage in 1864,
famously declaring that the working
classes must be brought within “the
pale of the Constitution”, Cecil knew
that the battle he had long anticipated
was just about to commence. He
automatically assumed, however, that
Derby, Disraeli and the Conservative
Party would be staunch on the issue.
They, surely, could be relied upon to
recognise how, taken to its logical
conclusions, Reform was only likely to
stimulate what he called “the love of a
good dinner which animates the garot-
ter”. At least the Party of property
could be trusted to remember that, as
Cecil put it at its mildest, “the laws of
property are not very safe when an
ignorant multitude are the rulers”.

Quite why Cecil should have had
such a faith in the political mettle of
the Conservative Party is hard to un-
derstand, considering the contempt he
exhibited for the vast majority of poli-
ticians. Much of his most waspish
journalism was directed against his
fellow MPs, such as this report of the
speech of the Radical MP George
Hadfield in February 1862:

A shrill sound, like the dissonant wail

of an oil-less door, is all that meets the

ear.... If he had been a general in French
uniform announcing that a French army
was encamped at Blackheath, or an-
other Cromwell taking away the new
bauble, or even an errand-boy shouting
“Fire”, he could not have produced a
more general rush to the door.
Most MPs’ “style of oratory is quite
safe from deterioration”, and their lack
of dignity was such that “if a Member
of Parliament were obliged to dance
upon his head for the amusement of his
constituents, it is probable that men of
fortune and independence would be
found to do it, and to assure the spec-
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tators that the time devoted to the feat
was the proudest moment of their lives™.
(In his early days in politics, Cecil
considered it “an impudence” to be
asked to speak outside his own con-
stituency.)

He thought the average MP a “dull
ornament to a drawing room, painfully
addicted to talking shop”, but also “as
greedy of applause as a public singer”.
Committees of Supply had degener-
ated, since the days of the Long Parlia-
ment, into “an exercise ground for
convicted bores” where “the graces of
Metropolitan diction are the order of
the day — the letter ‘h’ is put under the
table with the mace — most people
sleep, some snore, a few talk, nobody
listens”. Cecil blamed “the shopocracy
and the ploughocracy — the men who
smirk behind counters and the men
who speculate in beans” for lowering
the tone of Parliament. Just because
nine-tenths of MPs would not read the
laws they pass, or nineteen-twentieths
understand them, it did not matter,
because the British Constitution, so
long as Parliament remained
unreformed, was “the subtlest, and the
most complicated science in which the
mind of man is conversant”.

His particular parliamentary bétes
noires were the non-Party independ-
ent MPs — “members upon whom
nobody can depend” — and MPs who
represented large metropolitan seats,
whom he thought “exist in an inces-
sant canvass”. Nor did he have much
time for dim, know-nothing Tory
squires. He was conscious of the qual-
ity of Members declining as “seats are
falling to local attorneys, pushing
tradesmen and contractors of various
kinds, to whom a seat is an advertise-
ment that well repays the cost”. It was
all a terrible portent of what would
happen after Reform, when “men re-
fined by thought and education will
not stoop to pay this revolting tribute”
and would refuse to “supply in any
abundance that bombastic and gross
adulation which tickles the unfastidious
vanity of the uneducated and rude”.
Instead, electorates would prefer a rep-
resentative who “will swallow with the
plumpest acquiescence any political
formula or cry which will be put before

L]

him”. He feared that when Reform
came, “‘the transient orgy of misrule in
which whips govern and statesmen
cringe would become the permanent
order of parliamentary subordination”.

Private members’ Bills were a regu-
lar butt of Cecil’s mockery. “On the
wickedness of the mosquito net it is
needless to enlarge,” he wrote of Lord
Raynham’s annual attempt to pass an
animal welfare Bill. Cecil claimed that
under its provisions a free-born Briton
could be consigned to gaol for three
months “for cracking fleas”. MPs who
asked questions about foreign coun-
tries’ internal affairs were another fa-
voured target; he claimed that they
threatened to turn the House of Com-
mons into “a debating society for the
discussion of evils which it has no
power to allay”. But somehow the
mystical genius of Parliament always
managed torise above the selfish, scrab-
bling, ignorant boors who inhabited it,
for to Cecil “the dignity of Parliament
is a subtle, impalpable essence, which
it is not given to eye to see, or the mind
of logician to define. Like a saint, its
existence is principally known by the
invocations that are addressed to it.
Like a ghost it is invulnerable to all
worldly weapons of attack.”

For Cecil, the only thing worse than
speeches at Westminster were “extra-
parliamentary utterances”, the
debasing duty of speechifying at public
dinners or the hustings. How could
one produce something “warm and
slipshod enough to elicit the cheers of
farmers who have dined”, yet, when it
was reported in the newspapers the
following day, “calm and polished
enough to extort the admiration of
readers who have not breakfasted”?
Cecil believed that there were two
separate languages politicians used in
Parliament and at the hustings, and
“nobody likes to be overheard in the
practice of those little ‘economies’
which are necessary for the purpose of
making a man intelligible to the minds
of those who are his inferiors in
education”. It involved “a lavish use of
superlatives in which he only half
believes” and generally amounted to
nothing less than “a voluntary self-
abasement”. Ithad tobe done, however,
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and in the autumn Recess “men will
read even the speeches of county
members at county dinners, as men
will eat shoes in a siege”. One day, he
hoped, farmers might find a way “to
show fat pigs against each other without
thinking it necessary to conclude the
ceremony by boozing and listening to
bad speeches for six hours. But this is
Utopian.”

The pain of Cecil’s shyness and of-
fended fastidiousness can be glimpsed
at his outburst, irate by even his chol-
eric standards, against the necessities
of electioneering at all, and especially
the way it involved

days and weeks of screwed-up smiles

and laboured courtesy, the mock geni-

ality, the hearty shake of the filthy
hand, the chuckling reply that must be
made to the coarse joke, the loathsome,
choking compliment that must be paid
to the grimy wife and sluttish daughter,
the indispensable flattery of the vilest
religious prejudices, the wholesale
deglutition of hypocritical pledges.
All this from a man who became Prime
Minister without once having to fight
a single contested election for any po-
litical post.

Cecil believed statesmanship to be
the rare ability to govern without dis-
honouring oneself or ignobly leaping
through the hoops held up by the elec-
torate. The true statesman, he felt, was
being subjected to more and more hu-
miliations: “He stands in a kind of
voluntary pillory, in which it is his
business to smirk and to bow with
ever-increasing suavity; while the dead
cats of slander and the rotten eggs of
sarcasm fall thicker and thicker round
his head.” If this was permitted to
continue, the best men in society would
soon abjure the political life altogether.
“To be obliged to utter exaggerations
against which your heart and intellect
revolt, to be counselled on all occa-
sions to reiterate untenable or
unmeaning formulas which in your
innermost soul you utterly despise, are
self-degradations to which the higher
class of intellects find it very difficult
to stoop.”

Reviewing a book of the Duke of
Wellington’s despatches, Cecil praised
another of his heroes, Lord Castlereagh,
for his contempt for “whipper-in



statesmanship” and the way he made
“petty parliamentary tactics appear
infinitely despicable”. Cecil felt
contempt for the Party Whips, calling
the job “an admission that the aspirant
does not feel himself equal to a political
career”. Of the duties involved, “a
gorilla of a docile character, who could
be taught to articulate ‘Hear, Hear’,
would be able to perform them quite as
effectively”. It was not a view he
retained once he became Prime
Minister.

Despite Palmerston being the leader
of the Liberal Party, and no mean
“whipper-in” politician, Cecil accorded
him the laurel crown of statesman-
ship. He admired Palmerston for pre-
cisely the opposite reasons from
everyone else. The general opinion
was that his “gunboat diplomacy” for-
eign policy was magnificent, whereas
his resistance to Reform was reprehen-
sible. Cecil thought his and Russell’s
foreign policy mere bluster, but ad-
mired the way that in domestic affairs
this octogenarian Whig held up parlia-
mentary Reform. He lauded Palmerston
as one of those “cynical philosophers
who look upon Parliament as more
useful for what it prevents than what it
performs” and many years later, he
told a friend that Palmerston had been
the model of “an astute and moderate
leader”.

Cecil would genially criticise
Palmerston’s “government by bam-
boozle” and promotion of incompetent
peers who had “no conceivable recom-
mendation except the handle to their
names”. He would joke that it was not
because Palmerston was a fine orator
but because he was eighty years old
that brought crowds out to hear him,
rather as they gathered “in thousands
to see Blondin cook an omelette on a
tightrope”. Palmerston’s easy carriage
of power, however, his “muscular ac-
complishments and animal spirits”,
but above all his “determined immo-
bility” over extending the franchise,
engendered genuine admiration in the
thirty-five-year-old MP.

“The axioms of the last age are the
fallacies of the present,” Cecil wrote
about his ultimate political hero
William Pitt the Younger, “the

principles which save one generation
may be the ruin of the next. There is
nothing abiding in political science
but the necessity of truth, purity and
justice.” Cecil admired Pitt because
“he was far too practical a politician to
be given to abstract theories, universal
doctrines, watchwords or shibboleths
of any kind”. He also liked Pitt’s “calm
complacency” and the lack of
triumphalism with which he
“announces his victories over the
Coalition in the same unimpassioned
tones in which he announces that he
has been to the Duchess of Bolton’s.”
Of Pitt’s ultra-conservative reaction to
the abuses of rotten boroughs and
Catholic Emancipation, Cecil wrote
that he accepted that “concession must
be made, but he wished to strip it of all
its terrors”.

Incorruptible, unflappable, Pitt was
admired by Cecil as much as his en-
emies, such as Charles James Fox,
Richard Sheridan and the Prince Re-
gent, were despised. “No man was ever
so yielding without being weak, or so
stern without being obstinate.” Pitt’s
1801 resignation over Catholic Eman-
cipation struck Cecil as the highest
point in his statesmanship. His action
to protect the Schelde in 1792 amounted
to “a war of self-defence, not a cru-
sade”, the product of the “crucial
maxim of British policy to protect
Antwerp.” No one could have been
better placed to combat “the rapidity,
the contagiousness, the appalling re-
sults of the disease” of Jacobinism,
which “were new to the experience of
mankind”. Insofar as a man of Cecil’s
utter independence of spirit can be said
to have had a political role model, his
was the Younger Pitt, and he could
have chosen none better.

Andrew Roberts’s biography
Salisbury: Victorian Titan is
published by Weidenfeld and
Nicolson in September priced
£25

Sophist’s
Corner

Shopping may bring Christians
closer to God than going to
church, according to the official
church liturgy for the millennium.

The new church millennium
worship book requires worship-
pers to meditate on the hard work
involved in shopping. “Where
we shop, how we shop and what
we buy is a living statement of
what we believe,” states the lit-
urgy. “Shopping which involves
the shopper in making ethical
and religious judgements may be
nearer to the worship God re-

quires than any number of pious

prayers in church.”

The millennium shopping medi-
tation is part of the proposed Har-
vest Festival liturgy published in
New Start Worship (£8, New Start
2000). The prayers have been put
together by the ecumenical group
Churches Together in England
which is co-ordinating the
Churches’ millennium prayer or
“resolution” which makes no men-
tion of Christ, and is also making
plans for a “millennium candle” to
be distributed to every home in
England for New Year’ Eve.

The liturgy advises: “If we take
our roles as God’s stewards seri-
ously, shoppers collectively are a
very powerful group.” Itadds: “If,
when we ourselves are not on the
poverty line, we always go for the
cheapest price, without consider-
ing that this price is achieved
through ethically unacceptable
working conditions somewhere in
the world, we are making a state-
ment about our understanding of
the word neighbour.”

The book also contains a litany
pleading for mercy “when the
tedium of affluence leads to drug
dependence”.

The Times, March 1999,
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Where is Peterborough?

Robert Hawley charts the path out of
geographical madness

f one wished to demonstrate the
Lntellectual vacuity, the mind-

umbing idiocy, the sheer hole in
the head insanity of public policy in
late twentieth-century Britain, one
could do far worse than ask the ques-
tion, “where is Peterborough?” For the
answer, to those who know about such
things, is not an easy one to give.
Peterborough is in that part of England
where the rolling landscape of the
Midlands gives way to the flatness of
the Fens. But if we are to be more
precise, we will quickly encounter prob-
lems.

Peterborough is in the county of
Northamptonshire. Only it isn’t. It’s
really in the county of Cambridge-
shire, where the county council which
administers it resides. Only it isn’t
there either anymore. Now it’s a uni-
tary authority and appears on the map
as an entity separate from these two
counties, a new county called simply
City of Peterborough. That is, if it’s an
OS map you’re looking at. Because if
it’s an AA road atlas it will still be part
of Cambridgeshire, because that’s its
ceremonial county. The Queen’s rep-
resentative there is the Lord Lieuten-
ant of Cambridgeshire. Although for a
few years it was, of course, in the
county of Huntingdon and Peterbor-
ough. The latest edition of Pevsner’s
Buildings of England will, however,
include it in the Northamptonshire
section. All clear now?

This lunacy is repeated across the
land. Middlesbrough has been in sev-
eral places over the past three decades:
the North Riding, Teesside, Cleve-
land, and is now a unitary authority in
the ceremonial county of North York-
shire. Ordnance Survey shows Leices-
ter as being no longer a part of
Leicestershire, and Nottingham no

longer in Notts — because they have
different councils. Similarly, Leeds and
Bradford are now mapped outside
Yorkshire. The AA, however, contin-
ues to show Greater Manchester on its
maps despite the fact that the council
which served that county was wound
up in 1986. This is because Greater
Manchester s still aceremonial county,
with a Lord Lieutenant. But in Scot-
land and Wales the AA reverse this
policy and show only local govern-
ment boundaries. Midlanders have to
contend with the name West Midlands
being used for two entirely different
areas, one being the metropolitan
county around Birmingham and the
Black Country (no council any more,
but still on many maps) and the other
the far larger Euro region to which all
Brummies will soon be in thrall. I
could go on — the scale of the confu-
sion and chaos is nearly endless.

How one almost yearns for the time
before the local government reorgani-
sation of 1996. Then we knew where
we were. We knew exactly where we
stood. Admittedly, we stood in a coun-
try whose geography had been well
and truly messed up by the 1972 Local
Government Act. But it was a mess
from which there seemed some hope of
escape in the long run. Many of the
counties had survived dismemberment.
Those which had not still retained
some of their identity. Fundamentally,
the very concept of a county being
something that endures, something that
lasts and matters, just about survived.
They even attempted to build this no-
tion of stability and permanency into
the monstrous new creations of 1974,
That concept now lies in tatters. Since
1996, can we really rely on counties
anymore?

Ironically the 1996 changes were
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supposed to right the wrongs of 1974.
They have, by and large, made the
situation worse. Some ancient alle-
giances have, of course, been restored:
Rutland, Herefordshire and much of
the East Riding of Yorkshire for exam-
ple. Yet the perceived transience of
these counties, whose existence now
rests upon their viability as local gov-
emnment units, has undermined the
very concept of acounty. People’s links
to their ancient shires have been sev-
ered further in other cases, and old
allegiances and identities further un-
dermined.

Inaprevious article (Save Our Shires,
December 1995) I outlined the con-
servative case for the restoration of the
traditional counties. Now the situation
has changed so bewilderingly — with
unitary authorities, shire counties, de-
funct metro counties and ceremonial
counties crowding the maps — that, at
the very least, the case for a stable
geography of Britain needs making. In
countless diverse areas — from weather
reports to academic studies — a com-
monly accepted system of reference in
which a name defines an unchanging
place is an urgent necessity.

Until the mid-1960s this was no
problem. The counties had come down
to us from the distant past virtually
unchanged. Many of England’s 39
traditional counties were founded in
Anglo-Saxon times, often it must be
said, for the initial purpose of
administrative convenience (for
example, Midlands counties such as
Shropshire) although some were
reflections of tribal divisions (Kent, and
the South Saxons of Sussex). Since then,
however, their administrative role had
become merely one facet amid a plethora
of associations and connotations which
each shire gathered around itself. The



names of counties became the means of
reference to a great store of knowledge,
a treasure trove of understanding. A
word such as Yorkshire or Somerset
immediately produced a vision of cities,
towns and villages, of their native
materials in their native scenery. It
impressed upon the mind a collection of
dialects, industries, pastimes and great
houses set within a familiar landscape
and typical weather. Almost all human
activity that went on within their bounds
was organised on this great, unchanging
concept of the county. From courts of
law tocricket, fromregiments toregisters
of births, marriages and deaths, the
county underpinned them all. A county
was something you served if you were a
military man, something you played for
orrepresented at sport. It was somewhere
you came from, something ancient and
proud that you were a part of, something
that linked you and your family to your
distant ancestors and to the land they —
and you—trod. It wasclubs and societies,
leagues and associations. Your shire
was a chapter in a thousand guides and
gazetteers, aholiday destination, ahome.
Each county name grew to represent a
varied and rich concept in the mind of
Everyman. Yet across much of Britain
this venerable system of long continuity
is in ruins.

Any attempt to re-establish a stable
geography of Britain must be based on
the boundaries of the traditional coun-
ties. No other units have anything like
their historical legitimacy. Reports of
their death have been greatly exagger-
ated, for they keep resurfacing in the
most unlikely ways. They have not
been erased from the common mind;
on the contrary, they remain objects of
loyalty and veneration to many people,
young and old. They retain an allure
because, deep down, people perceive
them as something ancient and inde-
pendent which the twentieth century,
with its insistence on bureaucratic ra-
tionality, couldn’t live with. The old
counties — with all their connotations
— gently hint at local autonomy and
freedom, of days when no public health
official descended on village fairs and
no central fiat from priggish politi-
cians interfered with local pastimes or
pursuits. They have become part of the
mystique of the past.

So there is hope. Indeed, the last four
or five years have seen something of a
sea change in attitudes toward the old
shires. The confusion caused by the
1996 changes has led to an apprecia-
tion of the virtues of a common, un-
changing geography. Moreover, it is
beginning to dawn upon people that
the battle to regain our counties can be
won without resort to expensive, un-
predictable and infrequent local gov-
ernment reviews. For local government
administration is only one among many
roles of a county. During many centu-
ries our counties existed without a
county council. They can do so again
because they legally continue to exist

Peterborough is in the
county of
Northamptonshire.
Only it isn’t. It’s really
in the county of
Cambridgeshire,
where the county
council which
administers it resides.
Only it isn’t there
either anymore. Now
it’s a unitary authority
and appears on the
map as an entity
separate from these
two counties, a new
county called simply
City of Peterborough

no matter what the administrative ar-
rangements for an area might be. We
should not, therefore, be seeking a
restoration of the traditional counties;
we should be campaigning for their
recognition.

For the old counties were never abol-
ished. All that 1974 and 1996 did was to
alter the administrative counties (quite
a different thing altogether). When the
county councils were created in 1888 a
distinction was made between the tradi-
tional, geographical counties and the

new administrative counties. They were
separate things. But because their
boundaries coincided almost precisely
they became synonymous in people’s
eyes. Yet they remained legally distinct.
The government itself has always ad-
mitted as much. In April 1974 the De-
partment of the Environment declared:
“The new county boundaries are admin-
istrative areas and will not alter the
traditional boundaries of counties.” In
the Local Government Commission
Draft Report “Cumbria” para. 4 (June
1994) it is unequivocally stated that
“there is no question of the abolition of
the historic counties, whatever is rec-
ommended in the way of the structure of
local government”. The government ac-
cepts that the counties still exist and
points out that it cannot abolish them
(even if it wished to) because it did not
create them. They are still there — all
that is lacking is our proper use of them.

So there is a way out of this mess. We
must stop pretending that the modern,
administrative counties enjoy some
kind of monopoly. They don’t. Nor are
many of them likely to persist beyond
the next local government review when
a new set of strange creations will no
doubt be released upon us. Apart from
paying our community tax to them we
should ignore them, for they have no
historical legitimacy. We must insist
that OS stops mapping them, and re-
places them with the real geography of
our land once again. We must not use
the names of modern administrative
units in our addresses, but revert to our
true shires and ridings. People who
speak of the “abolition” of the old
counties must be corrected, for no such
event actually happened. A grassroots
refusal to abandon our real geography,
an insistence on continuing our long
association with the past, will encour-
age the government to give the coun-
ties what they truly need: not
restoration, but recognition. Our his-
torical identities could then emerge
from the chaos. The people of Peter-
borough would be the first to thank us.

Robert Hawley is the treasurer
of the Association of British
Counties. For further inform-
ation: www.abcounties. co. uk
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The Role of the State in the
Promotion of Private Morality

rivate and public morality are

not always easily distinguish-

able as the morals of the indi-
vidual have a significant impact on
society as a whole. What two fully
consenting adults do in private is their
business unless and until the conse-
quences affect others on a scale which
makes it appropriate for the State to
take a view. It is impossible for indi-
viduals to regard their actions as purely
private if they are contributing to a
sum of activity or attitudes which mili-
tates against stability and order in so-
ciety as a whole.

Mostserious commentators agree that
the breakdown of the traditional fam-
ily has had profound social conse-
quences, contributing to increased
youth crime, greater dependency on
welfare benefits, confused and inse-
cure childhoods and a strain on social
housing. Inadequate parenting be-
comes the too frequent consequence of
children growing up with no stable
male role model.

If this is the case, then the State has
a legitimate interest in promoting a
preferred model for the upbringing of
children. It also has a legitimate inter-
est in discouraging lifestyles which do
not conform to this model. How far
should the State go in protecting soci-
ety as a whole from the consequences
of the moral choices of a large minor-
ity? Or even a majority? If it is right
to discourage is it also right to outlaw?
Indeed is there a moral imperative to
criminalise some moral choices?

I believe that in some cases there is
such an imperative. Young people
should not be allowed to take certain
actions until they can fully appreciate
the consequences. Hence the criminal
law forbids the purchase of cigarettes

Ann Widdecombe

or alcohol before a certain age and
specifies a minimum age of consent to
sexual activity or marriage and for the
driving of motor vehicles. Access to
certain types of film or video material
is similarly restricted. In some of these
examples it is possible to draw a clear
distinction between the private and the
public act. The purchase of alcohol for
aminor is an offence in a public restau-
rant but it is not unlawful to allow the
same minor to consume alcohol at
home. In other cases there is patent
confusion within the law. Thus sexual
activity below the age of consent is
unlawful but the prescription of con-
traceptives for an under-age girl by a
General Practitioner is not.

There are plenty of current issues
which pose questions about the right-
ness of State interference in individual
moral choices: the homosexual age of
consent, fox-hunting, drug-taking,
euthanasia and film censorship to name
but a few.

If the effects of such choices are
sufficiently widely adverse then the
State must discourage them, and if it is
right to discourage then there must be
occasions when it is also right to out-
law. However, the law can be a blunt
instrument and supposes enforcement.
That can make it not only an undesir-
able but an impractical weapon for the
State to use. Once a principle is en-
shrined in law there is a presumed
intolerance of its violation. Using the
law to enforce the State’s preferred
model of adult sexual behaviour has a
bad history of misery, blackmail, ab-
surdity and plain unenforceability. To
tolerate while promoting the alterna-
tive is a better option. It sends a clear
signal while not making pariahs of
those who do not conform. Fiscal
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incentives send signals but it is dubi-
ous if they alter moral behaviour. A
strong example of good moral conduct
in public life sends signals but is hardly
a defining influence. It is consensus
which makes the difference — when
there is a widely shared view of what is
or is not acceptable. Forty years ago
such consensus was not hard to seek.
Today the only thing which is not
tolerated is intolerance.

The arguments for and against low-
ering the homosexual age of consent,
to bring it into line with the hetero-
sexual age of consent, draw together
all the threads in the foregoing para-
graphs: the protection of the young,
the preferred model, the use of law, the
sending by the State of signals and the
existence of a consensus.

No satisfactory substitute has ever
been found for the traditional family in
which children are raised against the
background of a stable relationship
between two adults of opposite sexes
publicly recognised by marriage. The
widespread breakdown of that pattern
has produced social breakdown. There-
fore the State promotes that model in
the interests of society.

Homosexuality falls without that
model and will not therefore be pro-
moted, but does that mean it must be
restricted? Thirty years ago it was
unlawful for two fully consenting adults
to perform homosexual acts in private.
The result was a great deal of misery
and not much benefit to anyone. So the
State withdrew from interfering in pri-
vate morality and decriminalised such
practices. There was still a consensus
which upheld the traditional family as
the standard to aim for and the law
protected the young by setting an age
of consent of twenty one.



What was missing was tolerance.
Something can be legal and still be
feared and ridiculed. Thus it was with
homosexuality, a kinder view was yet
to develop. Greater understanding
does not however mean according
whatever is tolerated equal validity
with what is preferred. This is what
lies at the heart of the debate about the
homosexual age of consent. The over-
whelming majority of parents still want
their children to grow up with the
prospect of marriage and having chil-
dren of their own. The State therefore
is in tune with the general consensus.
But how far should it intervene? What
is the merit of continuing an unequal
age of consent?

The merit is in the signal it sends, in
the protection of the young, in promot-
ing the preferred model of the tradi-
tional family. Solong asthereisevidence
that a sixteen-year-old is not generally
ready to take decisions about actions
which might set him apart from most of
his peers and which might expose him
to the exploitation of ill-intentioned
adults, the State has a duty to maintain
a higher age of consent.

What about those areas of State in-
tervention which prohibit young and
old alike? The most obvious example
is the illegality of drugs, whether hard
or soft. Is the State trying to protect the
citizen from himself or to protect soci-
ety as a whole? The answer must be
both. Drug-taking leads to crime, both
that committed while under the influ-
ence of drugs and that which is com-
mitted to finance a drug habit; it also
leads to ill health, unemployment and
a drain on the taxpayer. The debate
about decriminalisation is not only
about libertarianism but also about
practicality. Usage and therefore abuse
would be easier to control if it could be
done in the open.

Practicality aside, the libertarian ar-
gument is simply that soft drugs are
harmless and that it is therefore inap-
propriate for the State to intervene in a
harmless private activity. Yet so strict
is the law that the police will invade
private property and prosecute anyone
possessing drugs therein if necessary.
By contrast people may drink them-
selves incapable and commit no of-
fence if it is done in private.

In this case the law is not only send-
ing signals and protecting the young;
rather it is a weapon of intolerance
which springs from the need to defend
society as a whole from the corrupting
effects of widespread drug use.

Yet it does not do the same with
alcohol and cigarettes despite their own
contribution to crime and ill health.
Smoking is gradually becoming the vic-
tim of a growing consensus of intoler-
ance but alcohol is unscathed by social
disapproval, much to the relief of this
author, who likes her whisky and soda.
What justifies the distinction? Practi-
cality does. An unenforceable law is an
ineffective law and the State has no
chance of a successful intervention in
smoking or drinking, though it has a
duty to inform and to educate. If how-
ever neither of these substances had a
long history of legality, it is unlikely
they would be tolerated intoday’s health-
conscious climate. Their widespread
use is however an argument for, not
against, maintaining the prohibition of
the use of cannabis or other drugs of that
nature. After all why enlarge a prob-
lem?

Is it right that the State should oblige
anyone to suffer without hope of sur-
vival or relief from pain when there is
an alternative route which that indi-
vidual wishes to take? Should the
State so far intrude into private moral-
ity that its laws obviate a peaceful
death? If someone is terminally and
painfully ill and wishes to cut short the
suffering and a doctor is of his own free
will agreeable to help, and if the death
of that person is of no detriment on
society as a whole and all the relatives
are on his side, what right does the law
have to intervene and enforce a linger-
ing death?

1 believe, with some reluctance, that
it does have that right and that belief is
not founded in my private religious
views so much as in my observation of
what happens when the law takes a
back seat on these matters.

In 1967 the abortion laws in this
country were liberalised and we were
all assured that this would not lead to
abortion on demand or a decline in
respect for unborn life or pressure on
medical staff to become involved in
abortion against their conscience. Five

million abortions later those claims
look hollow. It was the same with the
divorce laws in 1969. We were told
liberalisation would not lead to the
breakdown of the institution of mar-
riage or to widespread divorce and
now 40 percent of marriages end in
divorce. In 1968 we were told the
decriminalisation of homosexuality
would not lead to its active promotion
— a prophecy which is scarcely ful-
filled by the necessity of a clause 28 in
the Local Government Act.

The issue here is not whether one
thinks it a good or bad thing that these
have been the effects of those laws;
rather the issue is that quite undeni-
ably the effects were not foreseen. For
that reason I believe that if we were to
legalise voluntary euthanasia then, no
matter how tightly the law was framed,
in ten years’ time no granny would be
safe. If I am right then the State has an
appropriate role in this sphere also.

Perhaps the real issue is: is there any
such thing as private morality other
than what goes on in one’s head or
does moral conduct always have a pub-
lic dimension? Can any man be a
moral island?

The answer must be that sometimes
he can be; but often he is not, and when
his actions add to the sum of instability
the State can send signals that it would
prefer otherwise while still tolerating
those actions. It can still tolerate but at
the same time reward and penalise. In
some cases it can and should cast aside
tolerance and criminalise. All those
measures can be justified if the ill
consequences of not taking them are
great enough; but in the end it is con-
sensus which is the most potent force
in protecting both individual and State.

Ann Widdecombe is
Conservative Member of
Parliament for Maidstone and
a Privy Councillor. From July
1995 until May 1997 she was
Minister of State in the Home
Office. In June 1998 she was
appointed Shadow Minister
for Health, and in June 1999
Shadow Home Secretary.

This article was first published in The
Inner Temple Yearbook.
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The World We Have Lost
Audrey Parry celebrates Richard Jefferies’ Bevis

t is not just the bumblebee, the
I:kylark and even the house spar-

ow that are disappearing, but also
the world in which it was unimagina-
ble that they could ever disappear.
“The sweet air, the hills, the sun and
the sea will always be with us,” wrote
Jefferies. It was mankind that seemed
temporal, the natural world immemo-
rial and eternal and this picture was
marvellously portrayed by him in Bevis,
now reissued unabridged in all its 400
pages, originally written for boys in
1882, five years before the author’s
tragic death at 37. W H Auden de-
scribed it as “the only tolerable book
about boyhood”.

Bevis is about thirteen. There is no
Peter Pannery since he is already com-
petent and willing to enter man’s es-
tate. He lacks the moral unctuousness
of some of Arthur Ransome’s charac-
ters and the suburban philistinism of
William Brown. The book is contem-
porary with some of Hardy’s novels
but there is no pessimism or the ready
acceptance of Murphy’s law. Bevis is
a creator, a nomad, an artificer, an
Odysseus, a Daedalus, a boy who can
and does make a raft, a ship, an an-
chor, a hut, a gun with its bullets, using
the local smithy. His instructions are
so explicit (reminiscent of Robinson
Crusoe) that any housewife skilled with
her Black and Decker could follow
them. Bevis lives in the country and is
totally of it, as was 90% of the popula-
tion at the time. He visits town occa-
sionally; fiercely anxious to meet an
American with the latest gun culture,
but the country is his métier.

The action takes place mainly during
a long, hot summer. The setting is the
South Downs and one can almost hear
the sheep bells and smell the thymy
turf. Bevis’s father is the local squire
and Bevis and his bosom friend, Mark

the bailiff’s son, virtually run free. He
seems free of meal times, can stay
away at nights and though his mother
is nervous and doting and his father a
responsible person, nobody says him
nay. He clearly never has to bother
about trespass. The setting is feudal
and Bevis is the natural leader of the
local boys, but when he imperiously
orders them about they lose no time in
telling him that it is his father who
gives the orders. As the year stretches
on to autumn and winter Bevis is still
at home. There is no mention of
boarding school so presumably he at-
tends the local school, which would
explain his easy camaraderie with the
boys. He organises the gigantic Battle
of Pharsalia, recreating rather like the
Sealed Knot of today the contest be-
tween Caesar and Pompey. No guess-
ing who takes the star role. Bevis is
bossy, irritable, dreamy and mystical.
He is acutely observant, noting the
quick vibration of the wasp-fly’s vane
and the prismatic gleam of a dragon-
fly’s wing. He is generous and loyal,
sharing his birthday money with Mark.
Indeed Jefferies hints that this may be
the strongest relationship in his life
forever. His lore is gained, as was
Jefferies’, from old books lying about
the house, encyclopaedias and ballads.
He is no Luddite and is fascinated by
the steam plough and the threshing
machine.

Bevis’s heart can be touched, as when
his friend and helper the little barefoot
girl Lou tells him that the small brother
with whom she shares a crib cries at
night through hunger so that Bevis can
understand her taking his food. But by
today’s standards Bevis is cruel. He
beats his donkey and his dog. He takes
pot shots at thrushes and blackbirds
still eaten at that time, but he also lets
forth at herons, moorhens and yellow-

12 The Salisbury Review, Autumn 1999

hammers and great crested grebes (for
their plumes). He kills for fun and
boasts of taking eggs from nests. These
activities mirror Jefferies’ own life.
He hunted, and had a relative who shot
the last bittern in Wiltshire. Paradoxi-
cally Bevis can take pains to save a fly
from drowning. Hostility to wild things
is often a characteristic of country folk
who drudge for a living and may be-
lieve that every wild thing is a rival to
their own domestic beasts and calls for
no mercy. Yet this is not inconsistent
with empathising with the hunted hare
or jay.

The adult Bevis, i.e. Jefferies him-
self, is not idyllic about country life
and the labourer’s lot, which is not
“competency without care”. The diet
is poor and the expectation of pro-
longed physical activity meagre. At
harvest time Bevis notices the heads of
the reapers bobbing among the stalks
of corn. Jefferies is far more horrify-
ing. “Their necks grew black, much
like black oak in old houses. The
breastbone was burned black and their
arms, tough as ash, seemed cased in
leather. They grew visibly thinner in
the harvest field and shrunk together,
all flesh disappearing and nothing but
sinew and muscle remaining. The
reaping is piecework. So hard is the
pressure of human life that these
miserables would have prayed on their
knees for permission to tear their arms
from their sockets, and to scorch and
shrivel themselves to charred human
brands in the heat of the sun”. (Walks
in the Wheatfields, which he wrote in
the bitterness of his last years.)

The preservation of rural life as it
was is no part of his brief. So what does
he want to preserve? First, he has a
strong instinct for personal liberty and
freedom, then for untouched nature
and an objection to “preservation by



beadle”, i.e. stopping boys from taking
the odd bird’s egg. Political correct-
ness was as rife then as now but was
hardly concerned with animal rights
and the preservation of species. Of
more importance was the state of grace

of men’s souls, particularly on their
latter day, and Jefferies’ dying caused
disquiet. Was he a pantheist, a pagan,
or a Christian soul returning to its
earliest lessons? The piety of his wife
clouded the issue. But given his inde-

pendence of mind itis doubtful whether
he would ever have consented to be an
icon of the green cause. Lack of ideol-
ogy is another thing we may be losing.

Audrey Parry was a barrister.

The Prodigies of Sacrilege

John Laughland reflects on Edmund Burke and

dmund Burke was famously
Epresciem about the Terror of

the French Revolution. When
he wrote the Reflections on the Revo-
lution in France in 1790, relatively
little had happened in Paris. The
Terror itself was not to get under way
until two years later and yet Burke’s
prose already reverberates with horror
as if it had already taken place.

Two events explain Burke’s hatred
for the French Revolution at a time
when Paris was still relatively peaceful.
The first occurred on 6th October 1789
when Louis X VI and Marie-Antoinette
were forced to return to Paris, the
Revolutionaries having broken into the
Queen’s bedroom at Versailles and
murdered the royal bodyguards. In a
famous passage of the Reflections
Burke expresses his deep shock at this
episode, which offended all his most
profound monarchist sympathies.

A second event, however, may have
shocked Burke even more deeply.
Although he devotes more pages to it
than to the events of 6th October 1789,
its importance is often overlooked. Yet
his reaction to it is not only highly
illuminating about a central aspect of
his political and economic philoso-
phy, it also provides us with a lesson in
economics which may be no less valid
today than it was in 1790. The inven-
tion of the assignat, the Revolutionar-
ies’ currency.

The assignat was originally not ex-
actly a currency, but rather a tradeable

sound money

interest-bearing mortgage bond on
land. On 9th and 27th August 1789,
the constituent assembly launched
loans, both of which failed to cover its
expenditure. Debt continued to rise.
On 10th October 1789 — four days
after the transfer of the king and court
to Paris — Talleyrand (the dissolute
former Bishop of Autun who was to
serve as Foreign Minister from 1799 to
1807) suggested confiscating the lands
of the Church, which then constituted
one third of all the land in France. This
duly occurred on 2nd November 1789.
Assignats at 5% were first issued on
19th December 1789, supposedly
backed by the future proceeds of sale of
the confiscated land. The idea was that
they would be used to pay offthe state’s
creditors, who could then use them to
buy confiscated land or sell them on.

On 17th April 1790, it was decreed
that the assignar must be accepted as
legal tender. This date is thus the
formal beginning of inconvertible pa-
per currency. At the same time, the
interest yield was cut and pledges to
place a ceiling on the issue of assignats
were repeatedly broken in the follow-
ing months. The assignat rapidly be-
came simply the means by which the
revolutionary government, unable to
raise taxes, funded its spending.

By September 1790, as Burke had
already noticed when writing the
Reflections, the constituent assembly
had fallen into a vicious spiral of hyper-
inflation and continually rising debt.

On 29th September 1790, it decided to
issue a further 1,200 million assignats
to pay for current expenditure.
Hundreds of millions more were issued
during the following months, and the
value of the currency fell by 45%. As
the currency became more and more
worthless, the whole grim apparatus of
state terror ground into action to force
people to use it. The penalty for black
market currency dealing (i.e. buying
or selling assignats for their real worth)
was 20 years’ imprisonment (decree of
Ist August 1793), later amended to
death (10th May 1794). Metallic
currency was abolished completely in
August 1793. The price of wheat
doubled and yet any merchant or
peasant who refused to sell wheat on
official markets at the fixed price in
assignats risked the guillotine for
counter-revolutionary acts. Anyone
familiar with the monetary history of
Communist countries in our own
century will immediately recognise this
pattern of behaviour: the assignat was
simply the handmaiden of terror. By
1796, 45 billion livres worth of
assignats had been printed. When the
whole ghastly business came to an end,
with the introduction of the Germinal
franc on 4th February 1797 and a huge
bonfire of assignats on the Place
Vendome, they were worth less than
5% of their original value.

Prescient, therefore, as much about
the terror as about the collapse of the
currency, Burke considered the
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imposition of a regime of metallic
inconvertibility — the regime under
which the whole world now operates
— to more than an economic error. It
was a wicked attack upon the very
fabric of society and upon natural
justice, an act of theft and of
authoritarian disenfranchisement. The
development of the assignat was thus
not just one event among others in the
Revolution: it was an absolutely key
element of it.

An inconvertible currency is a paper
currency whose notes the bearer can-
not exchange on demand into a fixed
quantity of real money, usually gold
cash. Because we live today under a
universal system of such inconvertible
currencies, which unlike banknotes
before 1914, are not titles to any prop-
erty, we may no longer be shocked by
the expropriation they represent. In
truth, however, to break the contrac-
tual link between the issuer of cur-
rency and the user of it is a morally
repugnant act. The state has a duty to
uphold the law and it should do this in
the monetary domain as much as in the
judicial. It does not have the right to
nationalise, and wield discretionary
power over, the money supply. The
state has no more right to impose a
false currency on its citizens, or to vary
its value at a whim simply because
Caesar’s head is on the coins, than it
has the right to interfere in the judicial
process because the emblems of state
are found in every court-room.

These ideas were central to Burke’s
preoccupations in 1790. In Septem-
ber, a few months before the publica-
tion of the Reflections, Burke delivered
a Speech on paper currency and on the
system of assignats in France, of which
a French translation (or perhaps an
account written by someone else) re-
mains. Although its attribution to
Burke is not absolutely established,
the ideas are recognisably his. In both
the Reflections and in the Speech,
Burke displays a very clear under-
standing of the difference between con-
vertible and inconvertible currencies
— a difference which escapes many
people today. He mocked the Revolu-
tionaries’ mercantilist belief that a na-
tion’s wealth could be increased simply
by inflating the supply of inconvertible

paper currency. In the Reflections, he
wrote, “They forget that, in England,
not one shilling of paper-money of any
descriptionis received but out of choice;
that the whole has its origin in cash
actually deposited; and that it is con-
vertible, at pleasure, in an instant, and
without the smallest loss, into cash
again.”

In the Speech, Burke explains why
gold and silver are the best commodi-
ties for monetary use — “physically”
because they are rare enough for it tobe
difficult for sudden swings in their
supply to occur, “morally” because a
common monetary commodity favours
international commerce. He explains
that, by contrast, inconvertible paper
money, whose circulation can be dou-
bled in a week, will destroy both the
currency itself and all commerce.

The state has no more
right to impose a false
currency on its
citizens, or to vary its
value at a whim
simply because
Caesar’s head is on
the coins, than it has
the right to interfere
in the judicial process
because the emblems
of state are found in
every court-room

Prices will shoot up, destroying local
production in favour of imports. “Thus
a state, by suddenly fabricating an
extraordinary quantity of paper money,
will expose itself to being divested, in
the middie of a chimeric abundance, of
the means of procuring goods to need
of which it is accustomed or of con-
serving its consideration or external
influence.”

It was precisely such a sudden in-
crease in the money supply which Burke
observed in the issue of the assignats.
He saw that the value of the paper
money would never correspond to that
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of any commodity because it was is-
sued on the basis of (seized) lands
before they had even been sold: the
value of the currency was, therefore, a
pure guess. He also saw that if any
such currency was made forced tender
then it would, unlike an optional
scheme of financial speculation, im-
mediately ruin the whole country. “As
soon as credit is forced, it promptly
becomes general discredit.” He pre-
dicted that the assignat would destroy
lending, cause money to be withdrawn
from circulation and make interest rates
rise. Wages would fall in real terms,
plunging workers into misery. Mer-
chants would demand higher prices
and everyone would attempt to get rid
of their assignats as quickly as possi-
ble, either by converting them into
cash or by buying things with them.
He even predicted the authoritarian
state actions which would then be nec-
essary to enforce use of the currency —
measures which have indeed been
taken in many countries during the
20th century, including even the United
States. “Will the transport of gold and
silver be forbidden? Will one permit
visits to private houses to seize cash?
Will children be encouraged to de-
nounce their parents and valets their
masters, baiting them with confisca-
tions to their profit? Will it be forbid-
den to keep more than five livres of
cash, or in gold or silver, at home?
Will it be forbidden even to sell silver
tableware? Will it all end, as under
John Law, with manipulation of the
currency itself?” The answer to all
these questions was, of course, yes.
Burke exhorted the French not to
embark on this perilous path, which so
many countries have taken in the 20th
century that its horrors are now banal
to us. The only solution, he says, is to
adopt a new and voluntary system of
credit. He called for a system of
commercial, as opposed to politicised,
central banking. He writes that the
disastrous experience of John Law’s
banking experiment had its roots in
the establishment in 1716 of the
Bangue royale in the place of the
Banque générale: “This conversion
mixed up the interests of the state with
those of the bank, giving the former
the possibility of multiplying its



obligations with the latter and of issuing
billions’ worth of the paper currency
into circulation, thus raising up an
edifice which could only collapse under
its own weight.”

By contrast, he writes, a proper bank,
operating on commercial principles,
issues currency whose title and weight
is invariably fixed. “From this is born
a preference in favour of the bank’s
notes over all other notes which are
traded.” Such good money can be
easily transported and its wide accept-
ance will encourage the growth of pro-
duction credit and trade. This, he says,
is what has happened in London where
the Bank of England has acted as the
centre of commerce because its notes
are reliable.

Burke also saw how inflation and
monetary instability would eat away at
the very fabric of society. In the Re-
Jflections, he wrote, “With you a man
can neither earn nor buy his dinner,
without a speculation. What he re-
ceives in the morning will not have the
same value at night ... Industry must
wither away. Economy must be driven
from your country. Careful provision
will have no existence. Who will
labour without knowing the amount of
his pay? Who will study to increase
what none can estimate? Who will
accumulate, who does not know the
value of what he saves?”

Burke understood that financial in-
stability would introduce severe moral
hazard. “Your legislators, in every
thing new, are the very first who have
founded a commonwealth upon gam-
ing.” This disenfranchised the ordi-
nary man in favour of a small élite.
“The truly melancholy part of this
policy of systematically making a na-
tion of gamesters is this; that tho’ all
are forced to play, few can understand
the game; and fewer still are in a
condition to avail themselves of the
knowledge. The many must be the
dupes of the few who conduct the
machine of these speculations.” He
also saw that the new “monied inter-
est” would inevitably introduce cha-
otic change, rather than the gentle
natural growth associated with land-
based wealth. “The monied interest is
in its nature more ready for any adven-
ture ... Being of a recent acquisition, it

falls in more naturally with novelties.
It is therefore the kind of wealth which
will be resorted to by all who wish for
change.”

Burke thus knew that metallic incon-
vertibility would strip ordinary people
of their natural rights and give discre-
tionary power to the state instead. In
the Reflections, he wrote, “A paper
circulation, not founded on any real
money deposited or engaged for ...
and this currency substituted in the
place of the coin of the kingdom ...
must put the whole of what power,
authority and influence is left... into
the hands of the managers and conduc-
tors of the circulation.” In such cir-
cumstances, it was absurd for the
Revolutionaries to pretend that any
real regional autonomy could come
from the creation of départements:
“What signifies the empty compliment
paid to the country by giving it perhaps
more than its share in the theory of
your representation? Where have you
placed the real power over monied and
landed circulation? Those whose op-
erations can take from, or add ten per
cent to, the possessions of every man in
France, must be the masters of every
man in France.” By having natural
regions “hackled and torn to pieces”,
and by forcibly introducing an incon-
vertible paper currency, power was
irredeemably centralised: the “superi-
ority of Paris” being “strongly con-
nected with the other cementing
principle of paper circulation and con-
fiscation.” “It is through the power of
Paris, now become the centre of job-
bing, that the leaders of this faction
direct, or rather command the whole
legislative and the whole executive
government.”  One might say the
same thing about the twin policies in
our own day of European Monetary
Union and so-called “regional devolu-
tion”.

Burke finishes the Speech with the
pessimistic but illuminating throwa-
way line. “But in France, too few
people are persuaded that the art of
finance consists in political and pro-
found combinations, that it is unlikely
that she will ever attain this degree of
prosperity; ... But how will people
who do not know their fathers be able
to look after their children? How will

people who forget or degrade their
own name be attached to the name of
patrie?’ This surprising last remark,
in which Burke implies that monetary
policy is somehow connected to re-
spect for ancestry and posterity, shows
that he understood that the forced in-
troduction of an inconvertible currency
represented an attack upon both the
natural continuity between past and
future which tradition represents and
which, he implicitly considered, money
also incarnates.

Money, after all, illustrates one of
the most quintessential Burkean be-
liefs, namely that objective values in-
here in real things. This is the key to
the Burkean love of tradition: truth
does not inhabit only some abstract
eternal realm, as the Revolutionary
rationalists like to think, but instead
also the temporal realm of real life.
Burke excoriates the other-worldliness
of Platonism and associated forms of
rationalist philosophy, which he re-
gards as dangerously gnostic, and sub-
scribes instead to an orthodox Thomist
metaphysics and epistemology. As
Joseph Pappin has rightly written in
The Metaphysics of Edmund Burke,
this view is characterised by five be-
liefs: that the real common-sense world
reveals an intelligible order which rea-
son can grasp and articulate; that this
order points to an orderer; that the
ultimate ground of that order is sur-
rounded in mystery, pointing to an
infinite which reason cannot compre-
hend; that being is an act (what
Aquinas called esse) and therefore
dynamic, and that it is therefore nei-
ther a matter of mere essence (Plato)
nor of mere substance (Aristotle); and,
finally, that there is thus in the world
a reciprocal relation of permanence
and change.

This is a profoundly orthodox Chris-
tian position. Because Christians, like
Jews, do not believe that the world is
divine but instead that it was created
by a free and loving decision of God,
they believe that the world is basically
good and intelligible. Unlike gnostics,
Manichees, Orphians, Heraclitans, and
others, they do not believe that the
world came into being as the result of
some catastrophe within the Absolute,
or because of a fight between a good
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and evil principle, or that the world
itself is divine, or that it is in perma-
nent flux. They do not believe that
creation itself is in a state of disorder
— only that man is through disobedi-
ence. Reality is not a sign of degrada-
tion or corruption, sin is.

Because the real world is intelligible,
men can derive knowledge from it.
Human reason can extract eternal truths
from reality, but only in a partial,
successive and discursive way. It can-
not do so immediately by abstract rea-
soning butonly modestly and gradually.
Individuals cannot do this work on
their own: they must draw on the
accumulated knowledge contained in
tradition. Burke subscribes to the
Thomist view that men are endowed
with right reason which enables them
to come to the knowledge of some
eternal truths by the patient use of their
rational faculties. By contrast, he re-
jects rationalism, whose contempt for
the data and given-ness of the world is
in proportion to its hubristic belief that
gnostic access to eternal truths can be
achieved through abstract speculation.
This is the meaning of Burke’s famous
passage on epistemology: “These
metaphysic rights entering into com-
mon life, like rays of light which pierce
into a dense medium, are, by the laws
of nature, refracted from their straight
line ... The rights of man are in a sort
of middle, incapable of definition but
not impossible to be discerned.”

Burke considered that truth was the
daughter of time. His whole argument
about the “rights of man” turns on
their alleged falsehood. They are not
“real” rights. Because abstract
speculation of some otherworldly
realm, as a method, inevitably led to
falsehood, Burke considered the
Revolution to be an attack upon truth,
money, the state, religion and tradition
— all of them different aspects of the
same thing. For Burke, the social
contract was divine, not human. The
social order reflected the divine order
— “our political system is placed in a
justcorrespondence and symmetry with
the order of the world...” — and
religion underpins politics. Burke
compares the state to “a sacred temple”
and says it has been “consecrated”.
Tradition is a living thing within whose

real practices objective values are
preserved. Civil association, like
liturgy, is a practice not an abstract
science. The state, indeed, like money,
is both eternal and temporal and politics
therefore represents a natural link
between the human and the divine
realms. It is clear that Burke had a
deep understanding of what Ernst
Kantorowicz called “the dual ontology
of kingship” for he encapsulates the
mutual reciprocity between change and
preservation — between time and
eternity — when he depicts the state as
acorporation ormystical body, of which
“the whole, at one time, is never old, or
middle-aged, or young, but in a
condition of unchangeable constancy,
moves on through the varied tenor of
perpetual decay, fall, renovation and
progression.” This concept is drawn
directly from the medieval,
theologically-based theory of
incorporation and known by the short-
hand slogan, “The king never dies.”

Both money and the state, therefore,
are contracts grounded in transcend-
ence. Like tradition, money is an
objective thing in which value is stored
over time. It thus provides a bridge
between the temporal and the eternal.
Because of the congruence between his
monetary and political philosophy,
Burke therefore often uses economic
metaphors to illustrate other points.
For instance, in the Reflections, he
compares the vitality of tradition with
the way that capital can live by being
drawn upon and used. “The nobility
and the clergy... kept learning in ex-
istence... Learning paid back what it
received to nobility; and paid it with
usury, by enlarging their ideas, and by
furnishing their minds.” To show how
puny is the individual’s wisdom in
comparison with that of accumulated
tradition, he writes, “You set up your
trade without a capital” or “We are
afraid to put men to live and trade each
with his own private stock of reason;
because we suspect that this stock in
each man is small, and that the indi-
viduals would do better to avail them-
selves of the bank and capital of nations,
and of ages.”

He also uses the language of mon-
etary counterfeit to draw the distinc-
tion between “the real rights of men”

16  The Salisbury Review, Autumn 1999

and “their (i.e. the Revolutionaries’)
false claims of right”. Like les droits
de I’homme, a paper currency is also a
false claim of right because it pretends
to be a title to something which it is
not. Burke thus calls it “fictitious
wealth” or “fraudulent circulation and
depreciated paper”. “We entertain a
high opinion of the legislative author-
ity,” he writes, “but we have never
dreamt that parliaments had any right
whatever to violate property, to over-
rule prescription, or to force a cur-
rency of their own fiction in the place
of that which is real, and recognised by
the law of nations.” “These sophisters,”
he writes, “substitute a fictitious cause,
and feigned personages...”; “(We)
have chosen our nature rather than our
speculations...”; revolutionary ideas
are “‘counterfeit wares” transported “by
a double fraud... in illicit bottoms”,
and so on.

Burke even elides together the “specu-
lators” who invent new unnatural con-
stitutions with those “speculators” on
the new money markets who destabilise
both economy and polity with their
recently acquired fiduciary wealth.
Even the crucial Burkean concept of
government as a trust has an obvious
monetary component. Burke certainly
hated (inconvertible) paper currencies
as much as he hated paper constitu-
tions. Both were dangerously bogus;
both masqueraded as contracts while
in fact smashing to pieces the true
contractual order of society. He refers
to paper constitutions contemptuously
when he makes fun of Abbé Siéyés in
the Letter to a Noble Lord and again in
the Reflections when he famously con-
trasts the natural, real and living po-
litical feelings of Englishmen with
“the chaff and rags and paltry, blurred
shreds of paper about the rights of
man” with which the Revolutionaries
want to stuff them.

Because the Revolution was
fundamentally an attack on eternal
truth, Burke detected in it “the spirit of
atheistical fanaticism”. “These
Atheistical fathers,” he writes, “have a
bigotry of their own; and they have
learnt to talk against monks with the
spirit of a monk.” For this reason and
because the assignat was based on
expropriation of the Church, Burke



also repeatedly says that the new
currency is sacrilegious, calling it
“depreciated paper stamped with the
indelible character of sacrilege”. He
had an acute understanding of the
French Revolution as principally an
anti-clerical, anti-Catholic movement
and only secondarily as a social one.
The expropriation of ecclesiastical
property was not inspired by any desire
to redistribute wealth but instead by
the simple intention to destroy the
Church. Bishops were expropriated
before nobles because “there was no
desire thatthe church should be brought
to serve the state. The service of the
state was made a pretext to destroy the
church.” Hence he notices the
collaboration between the
Revolutionaries and Protestant or
Freemason forces. He accuses them of
“correspondence” with the “late king
of Prussia” [i.e. Frederick the Great]
and of conspiracy with the Hlluminati,
a Masonic sect in Bavaria of which it
was said that it planned the destruction
of all governments in Europe.
Hlluminés, indeed, in French, was a
general label for all mystics and
charlatans, including alchemists.
Here’s the rub. At the most funda-
mental level, Burke called the assignat
sacrilegious because he knew that in-
convertible paper currencies were a
modern form of alchemy. He thus
often associates the Revolution with
sorcery and Satanism: Revolutionary
speculators are referred to as
“alchymists”; and those who forced
the King and Queen back to Paris are
“furies of hell”. The creation of the
new fictitious money is assimilated to
wizardry — a wizardry which erupts
in rebellion to destroy the religious
and filial deference we owe to the
sacredness of the state. “We are taught
to look with horror on those children of
their country who are prompt rashly to
hack that aged parent to pieces, and
put him in the kettle of magicians, in
hopes that by their poisonous weeds,
and wild incantations, they may re-
generate the paternal constitution, and
renovate their father’s life.” Burke
even alludes on one occasion to “the
philosopher’s stone” when denounc-
ing the Revolution’s monetary experi-
ment, the philosopher’s stone being,

in black magic, precisely the catalyst
the alchemist uses to transform base
metal into gold. “Their fanatical con-
fidence in the omnipotence of church
plunder, has induced these philoso-
phers to overlook all care of the public
estate, just as the dream of the philoso-
pher’s stone induces dupes, under the
more plausible delusion of the her-
metic art, to neglect all rational means
of improving their fortunes. With
these philosophic financiers, this uni-
versal medicine made of church money
is to cure all the evils of the state.
These gentlemen perhaps do not be-
lieve a great deal in the miracles of
piety; but it cannot be questioned, that
they have an undoubting faith in the
prodigies of sacrilege.”

Alchemy, after all, is not just a mat-
ter of transforming one metal into an-
other. Atadeeper level, it is a grab for
the absolute, an attempt by man to
vanquish time and to win eternity.
Like the traditional state, real money is
both temporal and eternal. Being a
store of value, money extends over
time; the cost of borrowing is a meas-
ure of time. To create it artificially is
to achieve in seconds what the natural
processes of the earth took millennia to
make. The roundness of coins and the
yellowness of gold mean that money is
associated with the immortal sun and
thus with divinity and eternity. In
Greek mythology, indeed, the base
metal, lead, is by contrast associated
with the god Saturn (chronos in Greek)
who is represented as an old man with
an hour-glass and a scythe — in short,
as a symbol of man’s mortality. The
most famous alchemist of them all,
indeed, was Faust, the philosopher and
magician who gambled with the devil.
In Goethe’s version of the legend, the
wager was that he would give the devil
his soul if he ever experienced one
moment of ecstasy so intense that he
wanted it to last eternally. Faust’s goal
was to break through the shackles of
temporality and taste eternity instead.

Indeed, in the second part of Goethe’s
Faust, Mephistopheles proposes to the
Emperor the creation of a new cur-
rency, “backed” by the future earning
of gold mines underneath his lands —
just as the historical Faust was sum-
moned by a hard-up baron, Anton von

Staufen, to make artificial money for
him. Burke, in other words, detected
something diabolical or Faustian in
the French Revolution and especially
in its attempt, by breaking the contrac-
tual connection between paper cur-
rency and gold, to sunder the natural
link between time and eternity — a
link which is incarnated in living tra-
dition — in order to escape from the
former and attain the latter.

Burke thus foresaw not just the Ter-
ror but also the 20th century. The
abandonment of the gold standard in
August 1914 raised the curtain on a
devilish century of political and mon-
etary terror, whose two great totalitar-
ian systems, Nazism and Communism,
were united in their hatred of gold-
convertible currency. Just as Lenin
declared “To destroy the bourgeois
system it is sufficient to corrupt its
currency” so Hitler’s finance minister,
Walther Funk, remarked, “We in Ger-
many will under no circumstances try
the so-called gold currency again...”
In other words, the world cannot over-
come the totalitarian logic of the French
Revolution until it abandons the in-
convertible currencies first introduced
in 1790, made universal at the begin-
ning of this century, and whose devil-
ish instability continues to torment us.
It can do this only by abandoning
artificial paper currency and returning
to real money, gold.

John Laughland is a
commentator on European
Affairs.

Every man
is a creature of
the age in
which he lives;
very few are
able to raise
themselves
above the ideas
of the time.

Voltaire
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Arnold Schoenberg

Peter Davison concludes his revaluation

There arose not a prophet since in Israel
like unto Moses,

whom the Lord knew, face to face...
(Deuteronomy 34, verse 10)

choenberg’s identification with
Sthe misunderstood prophet

found its ultimate expression in
the unfinished opera, Moses und Aron
of 1932. The paradox of the one
chosen by God to be rejected by the
people is a consistent characteristic of
Schoenberg’s creative personality, and
it is embedded in the very aesthetic
assumptions of his musical language
after Opus 25. What do we hear in
these early serial pieces? Music in
neoclassical forms that grew out of
tonality, but with notes decided by an
artificial hierarchy that has no basis in
aural tradition. The effect is like hear-
ing something familiar through the
distortion of a mistuned radio signal.
At best, there is an obscure “wrong-
note” irony, as the familiar is parodied
through denial, with the added pathos
of a tragic struggle to communicate,
like someone frantically using sign
language to explain the theory of rela-
tivity. The ambition is admirable, the
means ingenious, but the possibility of
success negligible. At worst, there is a
delusional neurosis, which denies the
intent to provoke rejection and gain
identity through being a famous vic-
tim and cultivating a puritan’s sense of
moral superiority. Moses und Aron is
about this very syndrome.

Moses brings the holy law in tablets
of stone from God. These are the rules;
absolute, inviolable, the will of God. It
is pure and provocative gnosticism,
which isolates the prophet from the
people and their ordinary, worldly
weaknesses, hopes and fears. The
irony is that to worship the Word is as
blasphemous as to worship the golden
calf, maybe its inevitable antithesis. In

the polemical exchanges of Moses and
Aron is the epitome of our contempo-
rary cultural confusion. Of course,
Moses is right that people need the law
as a manifestation of the higher spir-
itual order that God wishes for men,
and yes, Aron is right too, men need
more than pedantic law. They feel,
have desires, are instruments of Na-
ture. Schoenberg more or less con-
fesses his failure to transcend the
polemic in the text of his opera. Aron
accuses Moses of making the word of
the law unintelligible to the people
because of its austerity and unattrac-
tive form:

But your word was denied image and

marvel, which are detested by you.
Moses later admits that the Word alone
is not enough. Abstract intellectual
concepts cannot express the nature of
God. Words always fall short, and it is
a delusion to believe that the mind
alone can grasp truth:

Thus am I defeated. Thus all was but

madness that I believed before and can

and must not be given voice. O word,
thou word that I lack!

With such an open confession, it is not
surprising that in the years that fol-
lowed Moses und Aron, Schoenberg
had a rapprochement with tonality,
although he never publicly abandoned
his twelve-tone theory. The tonal works
are worth listing, because they are not
well-known and their chronology is
surprising in the light of Schoenberg’s
own statements about serial technique
and hisartistic development. The works
are:

Cello concerto in D Minor after Monn
(1933)

Concerto Grosso in B-flat after Handel
(1933)

The Suite for strings in G Minor (1934)
The second Chamber Symphony in E-
flat minor (1939)

Variations on a recitative in D minor
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for organ (1941)

Ode to Napoleon (1942) (twelve-tone
work in E-flat)

Theme and Variations in G Minor for
Wind Band (1943)

Schoenberg’s Moses is not the bibli-
cal story, for in the Old Testament
Moses breaks the tablets of stone not in
frustration and failure, but in anger.
God wreaks a terrible vengeance on
the Israelites for their weakness in
worshipping the golden calf, and He
eventually provides new tablets as a
reminder that the law remains inviola-
ble. If the biblical Moses makes a
mistake, it is that his people are lost
without him, and while he is on Mount
Sinai receiving the word of God, they
go astray. The Bible tells the story of a
great leader empowered by God to lead
his people out of slavery and to elevate
them as His chosen people, not the tale
of a misunderstood prophet. Being a
prophet is indeed lonely and difficult,
but Moses largely succeeds in carrying
out the will of God. Moses did pay a
price for his intercession on behalf of
the doubting Hebrews in the wilder-
ness, for which God rather unkindly
denies him the right to enter the prom-
ised land. The lesson here is that
without faith, paradise cannot be re-
gained, and Moses is punished for
sharing the doubts of his followers. It
is Joshua who is appointed as his suc-
cessor and triumphantly reaches the
end of the journey. (Perhaps
Schoenberg feared this part of the story,
which he suppressed. He did not want
to pass on the glory of the German
tradition to a worthy successor or let
someone else lead the people into the
promised land. Did his suppression of
Berg and Webern reflect this fear? Did
he deliberately stay in the wilderness
to preserve his sense of persecution
and to deny himself and his pupils the



chance to make their own escape?)

It is a projection of Schoenberg’s
own victim identity that makes Moses
amuch more tragic figure in the opera;
punished for his relationship with God
and bearing an unintelligible Word to
an unwilling people.

Schoenberg had the proud quality of
total intellectual rigour. Had he been
less concerned with theoretical con-
sistency and taken a less analytical
view of himself and the traditions to
which he was born, life might have
been easier for him. The immensely
impressive tool of his mind was ap-
plied to problems where it should just
have surrendered. Not every creative
issue is open to rational analysis. The
danger of turning music into a highly
complex jigsaw-puzzle of abstract
ideas, parameters and techniques is
that the intuitive aspect is removed.
The technical process becomes more
and more the raison d’étre, and the
composer begins to see the surface of
the music only, which inevitably re-
flects, like the surface of a pool of
water, the analyst’s own thought proc-
esses. There may be a demonstrable
rationale behind every detail of a great
piece of music, but the composer does
not make his compositional decisions
at the conscious level. What of intui-
tion, inspiration, the capacity to elimi-
nate thousands of alternative solutions
in an instant? Like Schenker,
Schoenberg analysed great music to
discover what was great about it, and
drew some remarkable conclusions
about invention, form, syntax and his-
torical development. It does not follow
that, if one self-consciously extends
the complexity of these dimensions,
great music will be the result. Nor can
one assume the mantle of greatness by
devising a theory that will be of equal
fascination to analysts in future gen-
erations, as one is fascinated by the
music of the past.

On so many occasions Schoenberg
made it clear that the manipulation of
the row and its very identity were not
conscious processes open to analysis.
This seems unlikely. The nature of the
technique demands intervalic rigour
and its radical newness would mean
that creating structures would be a
painstaking affair, because there were

no precedents to create a syntax that
could be learnt to a state of fluency. It
would be unthinkable to improvise in
the twelve-tone technique. For exam-
ple, itis most probable that Schoenberg
had an acute sensitivity about his com-
posing methods and guarded them as a
secret to create the illusion of sponta-
neity, and also to protect himself from
harsh criticism. One has to remember
that this was a man who inclined to an
obsessional analytic approach to the
smallest task. He even redrafted the
tram timetable for the City of Berlin in
an effort to improve its efficiency.

As a composer, Schoenberg’s prob-
lem was an excessive awareness of the
supposed historical significance of his
actions. One cannot contrive histori-
cal significance. True, Schoenberg was
highly gifted, and he knew it, but he
could not analyse his way to under-
standing the next historic step. That
step must always be a leap of faith
taken in total humility as to its histori-
cal meaning. To quote Pierre Boulez,
“the desire to make history is incom-
patible with actually being historically
important.” Brash claims make one
immediately suspicious about their
motive and substance. History and tra-
dition are simply a body of knowledge
and experience that exists and has
accumulated through time. To see tra-
dition or historical significance as be-
ing handed to one individual to
perpetuate, destroy or revolt against, is
to misunderstand the process and the
role individuals play in it.

Why did a man of Schoenberg’s
musical credentials do something so
unmusical and unnatural as to invent a
composing method out of the ether as
aself-conscious historical act? It seems
unintelligible that a man could write
music that is divorced from aural real-
ity and also compose Verkldirte Nacht
and Pierrot Lunaire (1912). But one
has to understand what a distorting
neurosis can do to a person. Schoenberg
was utterly convinced that the inner
logic of his music transcended the
sound, that as an idea the music had
substance beyondits aural reality. What
he heard when he listened was col-
oured by his awareness of his own
thought processes. He needed to be-
lieve that the conscious mind, which

practised the constructive elements of
musical invention, could overcome its
dependency on the unconscious for the
mystery of inspiration. The lack of a
sensual surface to his music and any
sense of natural flow were both the
consequence and the point of this ef-
fort. The listener is left in a state of cold
alienation that means it is only possi-
ble to engage cerebrally, if it all. The
problem is in the assumption that the
average listener has the will for such
an exercise; not only to crack the new
musical code, but also to suspend his
own instinct for making tonal rela-
tionships. The human mind or, at least,
most human minds cannot do that.
Furthermore, the avoidance by the com-
poser of inadvertent tonal gestures re-
quires an immense labour that in the
end is achieved only by a perverse
logic of denial.

In the last song of the atonal Pierrot
Lunaire, the crisis of the work is re-
solved when the vocalist breathes the
“ancient scent from the time of fairy-
tales”, symbolised by the return of
tonality, here E major. Until the inven-
tion of serialism, Schoenberg’s intui-
tion held on to the idea that tonality
represented normality, the return to
life. The sense of stable hierarchy, the
assertion of consonance over disso-
nance remained the background
against which all the expressionist
devices had theireffect. The tonal works
of the mid and late years suggest that
this basic truth was never abandoned
by Schoenberg the composer, even if
Schoenberg the theorist and historical
figure had to profess otherwise. This is
the sad outcome of an unresolved psy-
chological trauma. The natural ten-
dency of the human psyche is towards
integration and harmonisation, the
return of stability in the wake of crisis.
The alternative is a descent into mad-
ness. This healing process takes time
and cannot be imposed artificially, and
that transformation will be different
for each person. Creativity will per-
haps be therapeutic during the crisis,
but may well dry up once the stimulus
of crisis is removed. The creative pow-
ers will only return, when the wound
has healed and some integration of the
pre- and post-critical conditions has
been achieved. This can be a period of
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immense frustration for an artist, but
often a greater maturity may emerge
from such a barren time.

Schoenberg was too impatient and
too insecure to overcome his trauma
naturally. His wounded pride could
not accept his vulnerability. Compos-
ing was the battlefield for resolving
these diffciulties. He could have re-
mained a genuine creative genius,
waiting for the return of inspiration,
but driven by egoism and deluding
himself with dreams of immortality,
he took the short-cut of rationality and
conscious control of the musical mate-
rial. Thus the invention of serialism
consolidated his pathological condi-
tion, which resulted in a disconnection
from his natural creativity. Now he
fully believed that the technical sur-
face of his music was also its aesthetic
substance. He reinforced this self-de-
ception by projecting, through his
metaphysical theories of form and
pitch, extra-musical significances,
which were literal rather than meta-
phorical in their realisation. So, for
instance, by the false assumption that
musical space does not unfold in real
time, Schoenberg ignored an impor-
tant limit to the human capacity for
musical perception. Tonal music can
express transcendence through the
metaphor of a sublime, disembodied
structure. The audible relationships
between keys and thematic repetitions
are the means of building that struc-
ture. Intuition governs the complex
relationships in a temporal structure,
and these cannot be theoretically pre-
cise. What is right to the ear may not
coincide with what is logically right to
the mind alone, which cannot analyse
every subtle interconnection and con-
textual variable. Tonality, which is a
system derived from the interrelation
of tones in real time, is the means by
which the illusion can be created that
the ordinary passage of time is sus-
pended in music. The music thus takes
on a spatial dimension, understood as
form. Schoenberg’s aesthetic theories
originated in Swedenborg’s account of
heaven, where there is no gulf between
thought and reality, time and space. By
abandoning tonality, Schoenberg made
music into a sequence of notes without
the tonal framework that provides au-

dible interrelation, and thus his music
fails ironically to achieve its stated
ambition for transcendence. In
Schoenberg’s distorted view, one does
not need the metaphor of tonality, if
one has an intellectual understanding
of the spiritual realm. One can be
liberated from time and space, by com-
posing simply as though they do not
exist. Sadly, reality does not comply
with Schoenberg’s idealism. Indeed, if
one wished to express the idea of
Swedenborg’s heaven in the terms of
our temporal world, the sublime meta-
phor of tonal music would be the best
way to achieve it.

Ironically, Swedenborg’s heaven
does not abandon space, merely gives
it new meaning, and it also does not
lack hierarchy. Indeed, Swedenborg
makes the point that that which is
close has likeness and that which is far
has unlikeness, so that hell is very far
from heaven. So, in Swedenborg’s
heaven, spatial awareness has a moral
dimension, which would mean that
tonality offers a better metaphor of this
higher reality than Schoenberg’s theo-
ries, which grant equal status to each
note of the row.

The reason for Schoenberg’s
identification with Moses is clear. He
felt like the prophet touched by God
and thus condemned, in this world, to
loneliness and misunderstanding. Yet,
if one were really able to bring
something of heaven into the material
world, it simply would not belong here.
The spiritual can only realise itself on
earth through allusion and metaphor.
The limits of time and space make
certain of that. Schoenberg tried to be
a warrior on the battleground between
two mutually exclusive worlds, but
perhaps his problem can be explained
even more simply than this. He was,
after all, also human, subject to the
same limitations as his perplexed
audience. He just failed to realise that
on earth, unlike in a Swedenborgian
heaven, something does not become
true, because one would like it to be so.
Human intelligence and perceptual
powers are finite. We cannot grasp
essential forms or know the totality of
truth or God. Schoenberg’s aesthetic
position, despite the high-minded,
almost religious principles which
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characterised it, was a gnosticism
doomed to incomprehension. As a
consequence of this aesthetic flaw,
Schoenberg had to adopt a defensive
position. He thus became a brilliant
and brutal polemicist. He dazzled
himself with the virtuosity of his own
thought processes. His razor-sharp
ability for finding the weakness in a
common sense critique pushed the
merely sceptical into an extreme
position, while he could retreat into
the wounded pride of his much vaunted
integrity.

When I hear music ... I feel quite clearly

that there are no questions at all

(Gustav Mahler, 1909)

What are the implications of all this for
today’s composers? Historical aware-
ness should never be such a tyrant. It
should not compel every composer to
aspire to be a Beethoven, Wagner or a
Schoenberg, nor should they be the
benchmarks of greatness against which
posterity judges others. If a composer
believes that, he will most likely betray
himself in pursuit of an unachievable
goal. For some composers, it suits the
essential qualities of their personali-
ties to be ambitious and highly innova-
tive. For others, greatness might lie in
subtlety, intimacy and economy of ex-
pression. The history of music is not
about technical processes after all, but
aesthetic assumptions that reinterpret
certain fundamental truths for a spe-
cific time and context. Technical inno-
vation as an end in itself is pointless, if
it does not enhance the expressive
means. Technical virtuosity can so
easily become a substitute for poor
invention. Musical development is not
about increasing ingenuity and com-
plexity, but the enhancement of the
human capacity for meaningful ex-
pression through sound. Good music
is about people interacting with ideas
and experiences to produce an art that
is listened to and appreciated. It can
never be about imposing a set of techni-
cal norms and claiming its superior
validity. Technique is a means to an end,
not an end in itself. A work should be
judged by its effectiveness as an aes-
thetic object, as the refined expression of
a unique compositional personality that
has something substantial to say.

Why should a contemporary



composer want to alienate his
audience? What does it achieve except
to give music-making a bad name.
When one hears music, it should move
us inwardly. It is remarkable to see
how music can stir people, when it is
played well and stems from the deepest
human instinct for expression and
communicating with others. It is only
relevant that such an impact can, under
the right circumstances be genuinely
achieved, not how it is achieved. This
is the only benchmark of quality.
Aesthetic judgement is never easy, but
let us not abandon common sense in
our appreciation. There is a difference
between that which yields its full
richness and depth only after repeated
hearing to an averagely intelligent
listener and that which rémains
impenetrable and obscure after
countless hearings.

The main question has to be whether
cultural development is about crossing
irrevocable thresholds, or is it about
the ever increasing expansion of possi-
bilities. In other words, a threshold
may be crossed, but does it then be-
come a dividing line between what is
and what is not possible ? Schoenberg
has made a plausible case for the ir-
revocable step and this has set the
pattern for the development of 20C
music thereafter. The Maoist concept
of constant revolution has been the
norm ever since. Schoenberg set the
example, but did not reach the prom-
ised land, so he is perceived by many as
a transitional figure. Webern was the
first total deconstructivist. Thence
Boulez and the post-war generation
sought the Nirvana of a new and totally
artificial musical language of the fu-
ture. Music, it seems at this juncture,
can only progress through the most
radical questioning of tradition. In re-
ality, progress is not a series of irrevo-
cable thresholds that dictate what can
and cannot be done. Even Schoenberg’s
own development was not as linear as
he would have us believe. The tonal
works of the 30’s and early 40’s indicate
that even he ultimately found a path to
the reintegration of tonal elements. The
rhetoric of the serial revolution and its
justification as the product of irresistible
historical forces are unconvincing.

Stravinsky offers us a much more

balanced view of the whole aesthetic
territory of liberation from diatonic
tonality and the dangers of a break
with the past. In his simplicity, clarity
and humility, the prospects appear
much less apocalyptic. The composer
of The Rite of Spring did not consider
himself a revolutionary. He writes:.
Art is by essence constructive. Revolu-
tion implies a disruption of equilibrium
.. so I confess that I am completely
insensitive to the prestige of revolution.
All the noise it may make will not call
forth the slightest echo in me. For revo-
lution is one thing, innovation another.
His relationship with tradition is
healthy, simple and lacking in any
sense of personal dilemma or histori-
cal inhibition.
A real tradition is not the relic of a past
that is irretrievably gone; it is a living
force that animates and informs the
present..... Far from implying the rep-
etition of what has been, tradition pre-
supposes the reality of what endures.
Most striking of all, he has no difficulty
inabroad definition of tonality, because
he accepts that tones have a natural
gravitational pull that generates and
releases tension according to a given
natural law. This is what makes
expression possible. He merely reminds
us that diatonic tonality of the late 18C
is not the historical norm, but that the
ebb and flow of pitches as something
with its own innate dynamics was as
alive in Gregorian Chant as it is today.
He calls this the “polar attraction of
sound”. It is not for him an arbitrary
choice as to how these poles operate,
but a matter of intuition, experience
and natural law. Intervals generate
tensions, tensions which demand
resolution, but in an infinite variety of
possible ways. Tonality sets the limits,
based upon experience, as to what is
intelligible by a listener. Audiences
are furthermore familiar with its laws
and conventions. The clarity and non-
polemical position of Stravinsky’s
aesthetics comes from his ego-less
understanding of the phenomenon of
music. He is a vehicle for the idea. His
mind potentially can corrupt the
creative spirit, and this mustbe resisted.
Craftsmanship and the intellect are
skills in the service of the higher
purpose, which is art. As Stravinsky
himself says, “music comes to reveal

itself, as a form of communion with
our fellow man — and with the
Supreme Being.”

In conclusion, what can be said of
Armold Scheenberg by way of a more
realistic evaluation of his historical
significance? The answer is not en-
tirely negative. In the works of his
before 1921 is a well of untapped crea-
tive possibilities. The First Chamber
Symphony (1906) is one of the finest
examples of an infinitely supple and
rich musical language that is at once
tonal, but free from restrictive diatonic
norms. Equally, the expressionist mas-
terpieces of Pierrot Lunaire and the
Five Orchestral Pieces are exceptional
works, extending the expressive
boundaries with remarkable surety.
Serialism was a mistake; an unneces-
sary and premature theorisation of a
process that would naturally have
emerged alongside more traditional
types of harmonic and melodic prac-
tice. This self-conscious act was
brought about by complex historical
and psychological circumstances. The
tortuous polemic that was then neces-
sary to justify his actions was the out-
pourings of a bitter man, whose
alienation from the past was self-in-
flicted, and a tragic error of judgment
for his own development as an artist.
From then on, Schoenberg’s creativity
was in a strait-jacket with paradoxical
results. The consequence for musical
life has been to polarise it, to normalise
extremism, and this has been a sad
diversion from real creativity for many
composers. Schoenberg had the talent
to take music into new territories and
to salvage much from the wreckage of
European culture. Instead, his obses-
sion with his own historical signifi-
cance and his alienation from aural
reality squandered this potential.

It would be wrong to blame
Schoenberg’s personal flaws for all the
problems that have followed in the
music of this century. He was a mirror
on a crazy world, trying to resolve the
contradictions of a civilisation under
threat. Composers of our own times,
like Webern and Berg before them,
have been receptive to his example,
because they want to be, and the
alienation of artists from the
mainstream of society has been and

The Salisbury Review, Autumn 1999 21



continues to be a fact of life. So we
should not judge Schoenberg too
harshly. Anyone exploring his music
and ideas will come to the heart of the
twentieth century and its tragic
absurdities. Schoenberg suffered
greatly for his cause, and the truth of
his inner struggles cannot be
questioned. As a critique of all that is
shallow and thoughtless in art,
Schoenberg’s music and life are a
testament. He was in many respects a

victim of his apocalyptic times, which
cultivated in him a destructive egoism
driven by paranoia. He shows us the
danger of fanatical self-belief, as well
as the perverse capacity of human
consciousness to distort reality. The
consequent polarisation of twentieth
century musical life into the
‘traditional’ and the ‘new’, should be
exposed as arbitrary and as having
diminished music’s much needed
power to transcend the questions of

the restless intellect. Schoenberg
embodied the paradox of his age, and
when he takes his proper place in the
history of European music, as an
exception rather than a rule, an
important misunderstanding will have
been resolved.

Peter Davison is Artistic
Planning Consultant for the
Bridgewater Hall, Manchester.

The Cinematic England

n 1943, the year in which it had

become clear that Britain would

win the war, the film-director
Michael Powell returned to his Kent-
ish roots to make what became one of
the most extraordinary, contradictory,
obscure, yet meaningful films of his
career: A Canterbury Tale.

A propaganda film without propa-
ganda; a piece of national “myth-mak-
ing” which recorded real places and
people; a village mystery revolving
around a bizarre glue attack — it baf-
fled critics and audiences at the time
and it may still perplex many today.
The critic Basil Wright, writing in
1972, said of the work: “To most peo-
ple the intentions of the film-makers
remained highly mysterious; nor did
this picture of the British administra-
tion of justice commend itself to the
authorities, who showed some reluc-
tance to encourage its export to our
allies.” Clearly, it is an obscure, al-
most cultish production. But Powell’s
cinematic England, now almost gone,
and the message of A Canterbury Tale,
pose some disturbing and uncomfort-
able questions for today’s political ar-
biters of artistic taste and for society as
a whole.

For those who may be unacquainted

Powell

Stuart Millson

with his reputation, Michael Powell’s
films (The Red Shoes and The Life and
Death of Colonel Blimp are among the
most famous) would, today, be classed
as deeply unfashionable. In our times
where “serious” cinema must display
anti-patriotism and urban despond-
ency — all too often convenient and
clichéd excuses for the crude and
talentless to market their wares —
Powell’s rich romanticism, love of
chivalry, history and heroes, affection
for old institutions, and sage-like,
mystical rapport with an ancient, rural
Britain seems like the work of some-
one from another planet. He was in all
senses a national artist, a child of his
times, and possibly the last great direc-
tor to embrace a vivid, absolute roman-
ticism, as well as sentimental, even
political idealism. He reveals some-
thing of his outlook in his 1986 auto-
biography, A Life in Movies:
The theme of A Canterbury Tale had
grown organically in our minds, but it
was not understood, or even enjoyed,
until some thirty-odd years later. When
we made the film, in the summer and
autumn of 1943, the theme seemed to us
to be an important one... In 1942, with
Colonel Blimp, we had said that Britain
would never be conquered. In 1943,
with A Canterbury Tale, we were ex-
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of Michael

plaining to the Americans, and to our
own people, the spiritual values and the
traditions we were fighting for.

And later in his book, Powell wrote:
The answer [to the American film in-
dustry] seemed to us to be in quality, in
a different kind of product; in Henry V,
Colonel Blimp, Brief Encounter —
MGs versus Cadillacs.

Powell was born at Canterbury in 1905

and educated at the city’s famous

King’s School. His upbringing was

privileged, but it was rooted in the

provincial atmosphere of East Kent

and the land of the River Stour — a

world of oast houses, hops, family-run

farms, and little towns that once boasted

“portreaves” or membership of the

mediaeval guild of Cinque Ports. De-

spite his desire for an international
career and the professional success
that later came, Powell never lost these
defining memories of locality and re-
gion, linked to an enduring and un-
questioned English national identity.

As a youth, he became obsessed with
the idea of becoming a director after
reading an article on “movie-making”,
and thanks to a contact of his father

(Mr Powell was the owner of a French

Riviera hotel) landed a very junior job

on a film-set in the South of France.

Absorbing continental trends (Fritz



Lang and the inter-war German cin-
ema made their marks on him) and
learning the techniques of his trade,
the young Powell spent the 1920s and
early 1930s forming an artistic tem-
perament and identity. How different
and self-motivated this all seems from
the formulaic, Arts Council-subsidised
world of contemporary film. By 1936-
37, he had the skills and finance nec-
essary to make his first acclaimed film,
a location-drama, The Edge of the
World.

Set in the Shetland Isles and telling
the story of an island community no
longer able to maintain its traditional
fishing and agricultural life, the film
contained poetic images of landscape
and audacious technical touches, such
as a supernatural vision of the commu-
nity’s lost life — themes which were to
re-emerge some six years later in A
Canterbury Tale. Most importantly
the film was a fable of the struggle
between the medern world and the old:
the island’s idealistic guardian and
father-figure “Peter Manson” (played
by John Laurie) quarrelling with his
son, the “realist”, who sees no option
but to abandon the island in favour of
a job and better housing on the main-
land. As we will see, the Peter Manson
figure is later reincarnated as “Thomas
Colpepper JP” in the Canterbury saga.

By the 1940s, Michael Powell was
working in close partnership with a
Hungarian Jewish émigré by the name
of Emeric Pressburger. Pressburger
was a  highly-accomplished
screenwriter and had served his ap-
prenticeship in Berlin. Now in Eng-
land — and, like so many outsiders, a
fervent Anglophile — “Imrie” was the
other half of Powell’s production com-
pany known as “The Archers”. (All
Powell and Pressburger films, inci-
dentally, begin with the highly-dis-
tinctive trademark of an arrow being
shot into a target!) The two men
decided to make a film which would
show the impact of the war on British
identity and the social transformations
that were being ushered in by the con-
flict. And so, using a theme of modern
travellers arriving in Canterbury as if
on a pilgrimage, Powell and
Pressburger set to work on their mod-
ern morality play.

The film begins with two servicemen
and a Land Army girl arriving at a
remote  halt (the fictional
“Chillingbourne™) just outside Can-
terbury. One of the servicemen is a
lonely, heartsick American and unu-
sually, The Archers cast a serving US
GI in this role, a Sergeant John Sweet.
The other soldier is a young English
sergeant, a Londoner, who is cynical
and disillusioned with life. The Land
Girl is cheerfully serving her country,
but her jolly temperament hides a bit-
teremotional loss: her fiancé (we learn)
— an RAF pilot — has been “lost by
enemy action”.

All three, whether they know it or
not, are drawn to Canterbury like
Chaucer’s pilgrims, as if to obtain a
blessing or salvation. But on leaving
the station, the Land Army girl is
suddenly assaulted by a figure who
emerges from the shadows — a dis-
turbing happening for an English film
of this period. The figure, wearing an
army trenchcoat, makes off into the
village, but not before covering the girl
with glue. They seek help at the police
station, only to be told that this is one
of many such incidents perpetrated by,
what the local folk call “The Glue
Man” —an interesting name for Powell
and Pressburger to have used. In the
mind of the villagers, the Glue Man
has almost mythological properties, as
if he is a latter-day bogey-man; a figure
who cannot be caught or challenged
and who represents a primal, irra-
tional, almost pre-Christian side of the
rural English psyche. This is impor-
tant in A Canterbury Tale, as a symbol
of all that is old and inherited.

Dismissing the fears, deference and
wariness of the people of
Chillingbourne, the modern pilgrims
decide to find and catch the Glue Man.
By this stage of the story they have met
a curious, remote figure by the name of
Thomas Colpepper, a magistrate and
local gentleman-farmer who has a pro-
found, obsessive enthusiasm for the
ancient history of Kent and who occu-
pies a magus-like role in the life of the
community. Colpepper (played by the
suitably ascetically-featured British
actor Eric Portman) even runs his own
museum, the Colpepper Institute, and
holds lectures there, principally it

seems for the edification of the none-
too-interested soldiers who have noth-
ing else to do in Chillingbourne.

Thomas Colpepper is, of course, the
mysterious “Glue Man” and has con-
ducted his campaign of nocturnal glue
attacks, wearing a military uniform, in
order to make the girls of the district
afraid to associate with the soldiers
stationed at Chillingbourne camp.
This, he reasons, will leave the men
with no option but to spend their eve-
nings at his lectures. As film-plots go,
this idea of Powell and Pressburger is
possibly one of the strangest ever con-
ceived, some might even say the silli-
est. Yet the point of the film rests upon
it, for it underlines Colpepper’s des-
perate disillusionment with the mate-
rialist preoccupations of modern society
and its disregard for all that is spir-
itual, historical and beautiful. He does
not just lament the impending loss of
English identity and the country’s own,
authentic soul and character: he vio-
lently acts to oppose the trends of
which he disapproves.

When finally unmasked as the Glue
Man he has no remorse for his actions.
“You are not going to defend pouring
glue into girls’ hair?”, asks the bewil-
dered Land Girl. “Certainly not”, re-
plies Colpepper. “But I am going to
defend pouring knowledge into peo-
ple’s heads — knowledge of our coun-
try and love of its beauty.” And when
confronted by the prospect of being
incriminated for his attacks, the Glue
Man merely looks away dreamily at
the great tower of Canterbury Cathe-
dral and offers the thought that “there
are higher courts than the local bench
of magistrates” — a statement of
Bunyan-like religious certainty and
devotion. Although unmasked by the
three modern pilgrims, their contact
with Colpepper and Canterbury has
unlocked something within them: the
cynical young English sergeant be-
comes aware of the countryside for the
first time and learns humility; the Land
Girl gets news of her fiancé who is safe
after all, despite being shot down in
battle; and the GI, as well as being
reunited with his girl, finds peace and
inner harmony in the midst of war.
Everything has ended for the better.

For Powell and Pressburger a chal-
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lenge had been laid down. The Arch-
ers now committed themselves to an
artistic policy which later became
known as their “crusade against mate-
rialism”. They sought to promote Eng-
lishness in an age which saw the loss of
the British Empire, the triumph of
America and the growth of science and
the United Nations. They stressed the
importance of simple, everyday expe-
riences above acquisitiveness and
money. And above all, they promoted
what might be called a “Tory” view of
the world, proclaiming the goodness
of a society in which everyone had an

established trade, or role in life, or
bearing and status that worked to the
benefit and health of the entire com-
munity.

The lasting value of A Canterbury
Tale is in its rich representations of
English pastoral beauty and emotional
response to change and disorder. It
turns the viewer into a time-traveller,
taking us away from our modern dark-
ness into a world of freshness, inno-
cence and belief. Itis difficult to believe
that the England of A Canterbury Tale
was little more than 50 years ago. It
might just as well be 500 years ago: so

distant and different does it seem. In-
deed, the film is probably one of the
lastrecords of England before the “post-
war consensus” changed our society
forever.

As we look at what Britain has be-
come in that fateful half-century, one
prays for some kind of eleventh-hour
national salvation... or at least for the
reappearance of the Glue Man.

Stuart Millson works as a
copywriter and editor of adesign
company.

D’Oyly Carte

James Lewis laments the passing of an English

distraught young lady crosses
the stage. The lights go down
n her despair and the music

reaches an operatic climax as she faints.
A Tudor officer of The Yeoman of the
Guard catches her in his arms, and the
curtain falls. “That is so absorbing,”
growls a Texan voice from the Grand
Circle. The first act of The Yeoman,
particularly the finale, is absorbing.
Elsie Maynard, comatose in Fairfax’s
arms, destined to love him, already
married to him (though neither know
it), jilting poor Jack Point and break-
ing his heart, used to grip the old
D’Oyly Carte audiences like no other
episode we can think of in English
theatre.

That performance, which the Texan
and other Americans had come to see,
was part of the old D’Oyly Carte’s
centenary season at the Savoy theatre.
In 1975 D’Oyly Carte had never been
more popular, having year in and year
out taken the repertoire of Gilbert and
Sullivan around the provinces, and
into London for a Christmas season.
They might have appeared for a week

tradition

in Bolton, and then a fortnight in
Oxford; three weeks in Glasgow, fol-
lowed by two weeks in Newcastle. Each
one of the main works got a good
airing during the year: and there were
revivals too of lesser known titles, The
Sorcerer and Utopia Limited. The long
term cast must have ate, slept and
dreamt Gilbert and Sullivan — living
as they did with such rigorous produc-
tion and touring schedules, often play-
ing a set of roles that required them on
stage every night in a succession of
theatres. How any of the D’Oyly Carte
actor-singers ever had time or scope
for a personal life is almost beyond
reckoning. The London season, from
December to March, was their only
settled existence. If ever there was an
excuse for theatre impropriety, D’Oyly
Carte must have provided it: but there
was not a breath of public scandal,
either in this century or the last. Even-
tually to keep the show on the road, an
arts subsidy became vital. When this
need arose, two baleful influences were
at work in the land. The disdain of the
critics, who thought perhaps that they
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had an inch or so more on their fore-
heads than the quiet, unsung devotees
of middlebrow and middle England;
and the bitter contempt of a modern
grant-making quango called the Arts
Council. This body, ruthless in mak-
ing unfashionable our previous tastes,
and out to snub the decent enthusiasms
of a traditional theatre-going public,
set themselves on a collision course
with D’Oyly Carte. No grant, no
Gilbert: no subsidy, no Sullivan — at
least not staged by D’Oyly Carte in
repertory.

Thus the end came. The company
dispersed in 1982. The costumes were
auctioned. The principals donned
dinner jackets for concert
performances, or went off from time to
time to the United States, where they
directed ‘workshops’ for American
loyalists. A new company with the
famous name came into being, but
only to do one work at a time, and that
to be directed by modernists who, it
was even rumoured, were haters of
Gilbert and Sullivan. But let’s go back
to the beginning and trace the happy,



popular years of the old D’Oyly Carte.
In 1871 a comic opera Thespis, written
by Gilbert and composed by Sullivan,
was produced at the Gaiety theatre
where it ran for several weeks, then
disappeared for ever; but Richard
D’Oyly Carte, a young impresario,
remembered it and in 1875, needing a
curtain-raiser for the Royalty Theatre,
persuaded Gilbert and Sullivan to
collaborate once more and to write for
him a short, dramatic cantata called
Trial By Jury. That was the beginning
of a magical partnership which lasted
until 1896, and which injected a
contribution second only to that of
Shakespeare into the culture of the
English speaking world. The Savoy
hotel and theatre were built by Richard
D’Qyly Carte, and most of the Gilbert
and Sullivan operas had their first run
at the Savoy.

The original productions received
Gilbert’s stamp upon them in every
aspect. His vitality as a producer was a
byword, and his strictness at rehearsal
proverbial. He supervised everything,
scenery, costumes, lighting, and missed
no detail. Even a ship’s rope in HMS
Pinafore that had not been wound
properly caught his eye, winning a
wager for one of the cast who had bet
a colleague that Gilbert would see it
before he started rehearsal. To the
chorus he issued words of command as
if he were on parade, and if they were
not obeyed he stormed and shouted. He
once screamed at the Peers in Jolanthe.
“Wear your coronets as if you were
bloody well used to them.” Yet with
those who took his teaching in gocd
part and tried their hardest to follow it,
his patience and kindliness were never-
failing. He would stand beside an
actor or actress and repeat the words
with appropriate action over and over
again, without irritation, until he had
achieved the exact intonation and ges-
ture he wanted. Though he could be
moody and very sarcastic (his one lin-
ers in private life survived into his
biography), the cast held him in the
highest regard. When he quarrelled
with Carte or Sullivan, as he was in-
clined to do, although they knew noth-
ing of the cause, they always sided with
Gilbert.

Sullivan was easily distracted by rich
friends, including royalty, who lion-
ised him. He often turned over rehears-
als to an assistant conductor. How
William Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan
ever achieved synchronisation is re-
markable. Gilbert was the dominant
partner and achieved a standing for the
words of light opera that no other
librettist had hitherto achieved. In most
operas the characters and their utter-
ances are not memorable. Singing and
orchestration are everything. Gilbert
creates an array of wonderful English
characters, people of the sunlit Victo-
rian age, full of eccentricity, yet
recognisable to later generations; or
folk of an earlier age seen through
Victorian eyes. If the sceneis setabroad,
as it is in The Mikado and The Gondo-

The Arts Council ...
ruthless in making
unfashionable our
previous tastes, and
out to snub the decent
enthusiasms of a
traditional theatre-
going public, set
themselves on a
collision course with

D’Oyly Carte

liers, the staging is Japanese or
Venetian, but the wit and irony — and
the love interest — is English through
and through. To match Gilbert’s words
Sullivan composed madrigals, cho-
ruses, patter songs and some of the best
love duets in our language. The ro-
mance of Gilbert and Sullivan is much
underrated. Some of these numbers,
notably the patter songs, were show
stoppers. D’Oyly Carte conductors,
Isidore Godfrey especially, knew just
how often to repeat a popular song :
pointing upwards with his baton to
alert stage and audience alike for an
encore, two, three, even four times.
How the audiences loved it all, and

how they revelled in their perceived
right to demand those encores .
Although there has always been a
vogue for performances among ama-
teur societies, Gilbert and Sullivan is
difficult to stage, needing as it does
several first-rate comedy actors, all of
them good singers and dancers, a bril-

. liant soprano and a fine tenor and

baritone. D’Oyly Carte attracted the
right talent from the start. Vivid stage
characters require outstanding char-
acter acting, or they are useless in a
performance. Grossmith, Barrington
and Jessie Bond were brilliant early
Savoyards. Jessie was discovered in
amateur theatricals at Huntley and
Palmer. She left the Reading biscuit
factory to become one of the most
famous soubrettes of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.
Henry Lytton and Bertha Lewis were
also early stars. Henry Lytton was
knighted.

Then within living memory came
their direct successors; Martyn Green,
Peter Pratt, Darrell Fancourt, Donald
Adams and Ann Drummond Grant,
who married the conductor Isidore
Godfrey; and later on, through the
seventies, still in Gilbertian mould,
still delivering the lines and the “busi-
ness” as Gilbert had laid down; still
enthralling and arresting the audiences,
came John Ayldon, Meston Reid, Jill
Washington and Judi Merri. Meston
Reid and Jill Washington singing “Ah
leave me not to pine alone and deso-
late,” from the second act of The
Pirates of Penzance, still echoes down
the years. Judi Merri brought a
Cornishness and a pathos to Mad
Margaret in Ruddigore, and a Tudor
charm to Phoebe’s opening number in
The Yeoman, that had audiences
wrapped round her little finger. John
Ayldon was a richly comic pirate king
and sang and acted all the bass roles
superbly . We venture to suggest that
only English artists could have deliv-
ered such authentic interpretations.

In this parade of talent we have left
one name to last — one performer
who, if theatrical knighthoods ever tap
onto the right shoulders, should feel
that tap. Kenneth Sandford played the
bass baritone parts, known as the Pooh-
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Bah roles, from 1956 until the poign-
ant “last night” of the last London
season at the Adelphi theatre on Feb-
ruary 27th 1982. This involved an
unbroken run of 25 years in the exact-
ing repertory schedule. With a tower-
ing stage presence he could hold a
whole performance together, and make
other actors seem greater as a result.
His theatricals, never forced, some-
how dominated each scene in which he
took part. He used to bring the house

down speaking the doltish Wilfred
Shadbolt’s soliloquy “I should be no
mean judge of wooing, seeing that I
have been more hotly wooed than most
men....." When Kenneth Sandford
spoke him, as well as sang him, Gilbert
seemed to come fresh from the pen and
pad to each member of the audience.
All his parts — Victorian vicar and
medieval jailer; police sergeant or po-
tentate — came across the generation
gap into the modern age with all the

irony and eccentricity, and the essen-
tial Englishness, that Gilbert had
crafted. “It gives one the chance of
shining with reflected glory right
through the twentieth century,” Gilbert
wrote to Sullivan after a successful
first night. Kenneth Sandford en-
shrined that glory in his declamations
for D’Oyly Carte.

James Lewisis a journalist and
travel writer.

Father Knows Best

Paul Griffin remembers the last days of the Raj

tafirstreading, it was easy for
me to undervalue Paul Scott’s
aj Quartet. T had had many

of Scott’s experiences myself at the
time, and saw disguised reminiscence
in what was a careful work of fiction.
It was designed not primarily for peo-
ple like myself, but for the British
public, whose ignorant and uncaring
attitude Scott held in part responsible
for the horrors of Partition and later
wars. My presence at the equivalent of
Mirat and Mayapore made me a char-
acter as much as a reader; as if Mrs
Danvers found herself reading
Rebecca.

Re-reading, and the distancing pas-
sage of years, has put that right. In
time, one sees even one’s own figure
with a degree of objectivity, as I think
Paul Scott saw his. One is led as he was
to a reflection on the effect of cultural
change in Western society.

So far as the British of today think at
all about the Raj, they remember it
with a degree of unease: obviously,
because of the disastrous effects of
Partition, but a deeper unease at the
behaviour of their forefathers, and the
effects of colonialism.

There was merely a nascent doubt
when [ was sent out to India from a
country too preoccupied with survival
against Germany to think much about

the future of its Empire. It was clear we
were in India whether we liked it or
not, and that our task was to move the
country to Dominion status and full
self-government. Even the thought of
India as one country was a dangerous
one, but we were hardly aware of that.
We were aware, if only thanks to
Kipling and E M Forster, of the dan-
gers of feeling superior; but we be-
lieved in the value and good faith of
British administrators, and thought
troublemakers like Gandhi stood in
the way of progress.

Indian Army cadets had a voyage of
many weeks in dangerous seas, spent in
preparing ourselves for what lay ahead.
This partly involved learning Urdu,
another part being the informal discus-
sion of political and other ideas. Re-
membering what I can of conversations,
many by night as we watched the funnel
swinging against the Southern Cross, I
can see that we were callow, but very
liberal by the standards of the time.

When we arrived in India we were
given six months military training in
Bangalore, an area where Urdu is not
spoken. After that I joined a Gurkha
battalion, in which Nepali was spoken,
and served on the North West Frontier
(Pushtu) before going across via Cen-
tral India to Assam and Burma (lan-
guages various).
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This brought home to me the linguis-
tic difficulties of bouncing into India,
where in all I spent five years. Paul
Scott and Lord Louis Mountbatten
spent about half that I say that not to
undervalue their work, but to make the
point that many of us were bouncers,
whereas there were other men and
women who had spent their working
lives on the sub-continent, of whom it
is still brutally common to say that
long service vitiated their judgment
and caused them to accept the unac-
ceptable.

What added to the bounce factor in
my case, though not in Paul Scott’s,
was that I was serving with Gurkhas,
Nepalese citizens with a detached atti-
tude to Indian affairs. Our officers
were of two categories, British and
Nepalese. The British officers lived
comfortably in British conditions, and
took the ultimate responsibility; the
Gurkha officers lived under something
better than Nepalese conditions, and
did most of the work. I suppose this
arrangement sounds regrettable; yet
not only was everyone happy with it,
but with some upward infiltration of
westernized Gurkhas it survives to this
day, in both Indian and British Gurkha
battalions. Of course, in today’s In-
dian Army, westernized Indian offic-
ers take the place of the British.



Everyone is still happy, except a
number of Indian civilian observers,
who feel the arrangement is too remi-
niscent of the Raj. The Indian Govern-
ment takes the view that the efficiency
of its Army is the main criterion.

Had I joined an Indian rather than a
Gurkha battalion in 1941, the arrange-
ments would have been very similar;
but the soldiers would have spoken
basic Urdu and would have been citi-
zens of the country they were defend-
ing. Intoday’s Indian Army, the officers
and men are separated less by race
than by class and ability, but as in all
armies, even the American, distinc-
tions have to be made. You cannot
blame the British for systems that are
universal; nor can you blame them for
introducing class into India, the home
of the most complicated class system
known to man.

This last factor must have helped to
form the pattern of British rule in
India. Where sharing food and drink
involves pollution, there is a ready-
made reason for exclusive clubs. We
were in the first instance traders in a
foreign country, or rather a number of
foreign countries, most containing a
Hindu majority. This majority oper-
ated the caste system, and observed
what seemed a similar system of mas-
ters and subordinates among the Brit-
ish. The Hindus had their heaven-born,
the Pandits, and their lower-caste
sweepers and cleaners. They were pre-
pared to honour the ‘sahibs’, the offic-
ers, and scorn the ‘goras’, or lower
whites. The large Muslim minority
had no caste system, but easily con-
formed. Because they had the Islamic
concept of equality under God, they
were sometimes more respected by the
British than the Hindus.

As the British traders needed to pro-
tect themselves against the wars and
threats of tribes and princelings in a
country where even thieves formed a
religious caste, the Army in Indiacame
into being, and a process familiar from
the history books brought about the
Raj. The Great Mutiny in 1857 effec-
tively wrecked any possibility of easy
companionship between the races.
Scott still observed its effects nearly a
century later.

The task of excusing or condemning

what happened is made very complex
in a country where at least three great
cultures, Christian, Islamic, and Hindu,
were having to coexist. There was the
usual mixture of humanity at work:
rogues, fools, saints, bigots, philoso-
phers and men of action, making a
consistent pattern very hard to dis-
cern; but over two hundred years there
was a clear movement towards unity in
the sub-continent. In view of the suc-
cess, in some respects and over a lim-
ited area, of the earlier Mogul rulers, it
could be regarded as a movement back
to unity. There was a reasonably suc-
cessful past pattern of Islamic rule; but
it had proved unable to last. A specifi-
cally Hindu way of government can be
said to have existed in such prince-
doms as those of the Rajputs and
Mabhrattas. To an Englishman these
were frankly medieval.

The decision to unify India on a basis
of Western parliamentary democracy
was taken long ago, at first perhaps
unconsciously. It is easy to accuse the
British of forcing their ways on people
unsuited to them, but that begs the
question. Surely India as it has now
become has taken very kindly to the
democratic system, one by which it rid
itself of Mrs Nehru when she became
too dictatorial. It is equally easy, and
more cogent, to accuse us of pulling
our punches, especially over the
Princely States. It seems to me that we
did our utmost to face the cultural
problems, striving to understand In-
dian ways and to incorporate them in
what we were doing. The encourage-
ment of village panchayats or councils
is an example; so is the Governmental
insistence on employees learning lan-
guages. We officers were given lin-
guistic deadlines, and were penalized
if we failed to meet them. I really
needed little more than colloquial
Nepalese to lead our troops in the
service of India; but by 1943 I had
passed the Higher Standard of Urdu
and was working towards the same
standard in Pushtu. Language and cul-
tural understanding go closely and
enjoyably together: wandering around
normally forbidden parts of the North
West Frontier with a Pathan friend,
and greeting on equal terms, under the
protection of the Islamic code, a vari-

ety of armed desperadoes gave an im-
mense kick to me and other Roman-
tics.

Here I sense the alarm bells ringing
as [ drift into what Paul Scott called the
‘man bap’ (parental or paternal) atti-
tude, the attitude he admired but fi-
nally identified with Ronald Merrick
and trouble. What Paul Scott may have
forgotten is the tradition of the British
Army itself, where every officer is
expected to act as father to his men. It
was another case of something British
finding its analogue in Indian cus-
toms.

The witch-word here is ‘paternal-
ism’. Whereas once a leader was ex-
pected tobe a father, he is now expected
tobe an elder brother. The social worker
no longer even ‘works among’ the
underprivileged; rather he stretches
out a hand to others who, but for the
grace of God, might have been social
workers. While I find this distinction
unnecessary and offensive in its deter-
mination to reduce human relation-
ships to a grey uniformity, I do find it
in myself. When I return to India I feel
an insane desire to address all the men
as ‘bhai’ (brother), which during the
Raj I could never have dreamt of do-
ing. Here is an example of a new
development of culture in one country
invading another: very much Scott’s
theme.

It is hard enough to harmonise cul-
tures, without new developments af-
fecting the matter. I remember as a
cadet travelling on one of those inter-
minable Indian train journeys with a
young Hindu university student who
greeted me with delight at the prospect
of a long conversation: “We will dis-
cuss the nature of the Good, isn’t it?”
He assumed that any westerner would
be glad to discuss Platonic philosophy,
and attempted to lead me into an argu-
ment of such complexity that what
with that and the heat and the endless
rattle of the train my head felt as if it
were splitting apart.
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