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  ON 21 september 2001, President George W. Bush said of America’s response to the attack on the World Trade Center, ‘This is civilization’s fight.’ On 5 December 2001, he declared, ‘I’m not moving on because we’re in a fight for civilization itself.’ And nearly two years later, speaking about continuing attacks on US troops in Iraq, the President said, ‘the choice is between civilization and chaos’. Other western leaders had already adopted the same theme: on 12 September 2001 Gerhard Schroeder, Chancellor of Germany, described the previous day’s attacks as ‘a declaration of war against the entire civilized world’; and on 8 October the leader of the British Conservative Party described al-Qa’eda as ‘dedicated to the destruction of civilization’.


  The events of 11 September 2001 shocked the world. They also focused our attention on what was being attacked – not only the lives of innocent office workers, not only some glass and metal buildings, but something less tangible and more difficult to define. In such a grave situation our political leaders needed to invoke something grand and noble, something strong and enduring to stand in opposition to the enormity of the offence that had been committed. Whatever we put up against the forces of terror needed to embody both the values of our society and its traditions; its current state of being and its history. The word that carries these meanings is ‘civilization’, so civilization became and has remained the entity that we wish to protect, and the concept for which we believe we must fight.


  For most of the last 50 years we have allowed the concept of civilization to lie comfortably undisturbed, tucked away somewhere at the back of our minds. But the events of 11 September 2001 and its aftermath have brought this vague notion suddenly into the foreground. Catastrophic events tend to focus minds. By invoking civilization at such a tragic and dangerous time, our political leaders have tapped into a latent but powerful belief and shown how central it is to our sense of ourselves. Our civilization is a reflection of who we are and what we value, but we are not used to thinking about what civilization really means to us. Now that the idea of civilization has been hauled out into the light, it must inevitably be subjected to closer examination: if the war against terror is a war for civilization then we need a strong sense of what civilization is.


  The following chapters comprise an investigation of western civilization by re-examining the events and legacy of our history. Before we embark on that history, this brief Prologue will set out our past and current understanding of the concept of civilization, the reasons why we need a re-appraisal, and the arguments in favour of a historical approach. If we are to investigate the real meaning of civilization, then we need to understand from the outset that civilization and western civilization are quite different things. Though political leaders may like to pretend that one stands for the other, it is clear that the values that westerners hold are quite different from those of others – indeed the whole idea of ‘values’ can be seen as a western invention. The civilization that was invoked in the aftermath of 11 September 2001 was not Aztec or Chinese or Polynesian, but specifically western. The civilization that we must seek to understand is our own and no one else’s.


  We like to believe that western civilization is something we have inherited from the ancient Greeks, the Romans and the Christian Church via the Renaissance, the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment. Its spirit is embodied in beautiful buildings – Ionian temples, Gothic cathedrals, Art Deco skyscrapers – and in wonderful paintings, in the plays of Sophocles and Shakespeare, the novels of Cervantes and Tolstoy and the work of Galileo and Einstein. We sense that civilization is not Hamlet or Mont St Victoire or the Chrysler Building, it is not even Shakespeare or Cézanne or William van Alen; it is something to do with the spirit that inspired them and the society that allowed this spirit to manifest itself. This spirit is hard to pin down, but we believe there is some relationship between the cultural icons of the west and the values of western society, so that together they embody western civilization.


  We nod in agreement when the leader of the western world tells us that our civilization has always stood for ‘openness, tolerance, freedom and justice’, but at the same time we recognize a potential difficulty. The inclusiveness that makes civilization useful to political leaders is, of course, selective; they want us to think of civilization as tolerance, freedom of expression and democracy; not poverty, family breakdown, inequality, crime and drug dependency. If civilization stands simply for everything good, then we can happily fight wars on its behalf, but we can only accept this if we are prepared to divorce the theoretical values that we hold from the practical effects of western society over its history.


  Here we have a choice to make. If we look at civilization purely in conceptual terms, then we can happily accord it every virtue, while giving its opposite every vice. But when we talk of defending our civilization, we do not just mean our present way of life, we mean the values that we have gratefully inherited. Civilization is not simply a collection of virtuous concepts, it is the historical effects that those concepts have generated. But we are only too aware that the history of the western world contains an almost unbearable amount of suffering and misery, of injustice and cruelty to ourselves and to others. Do we include war and torture, slavery and genocide in our concept of civilization? And if we simply place them outside our definition of civilization, are we not in danger of misunderstanding the real meaning of our past? If we seek a real understanding of civilization, we need to ask whether the glories and disasters of our past that accompany each other through the pages of history form a necessary conjunction. Does freedom always means the freedom to exploit others, is tolerance always matched by exclusion, is opportunity always partnered by selfishness and greed? The quest for the meaning of civilization must begin with the untangling of the threads of our history.


  The word civilization was first used in eighteenth-century France, but the western idea of a civilized society dates back to ancient Greece and Rome. During the classical period, Greeks began to see themselves as not just different from, but better than, other peoples. When Herodotus, writing in the mid-fifth century BC, referred to ‘the barbarians’, this was really a shorthand term for non-Greeks; but by the time of Aristotle, a hundred years later, barbarians and barbarous nations could be defined by certain types of behaviour – their treatment of slaves, a barter rather than money economy – that were frowned on by the civilized Greeks. Barbarians had, through their cultural habits, become lesser people than the Greeks, who were seen by themselves, and later Europeans, as the epitome of civilization.


  Civilization derives from civis, the Latin word for citizen. Although the Romans used the word cultura or ‘culture’, rather than civilization, to describe their spiritual, intellectual, social and artistic life, to be a citizen was to be part of this culture. The Romans, like the Greeks on whom they modelled much of their behaviour, believed themselves to be uniquely cultured. The two concepts of culture and civilization became, in retrospect, synonymous. Romans, surrounded by barbarians, also felt impelled to bring civilization to others; as Virgil wrote: ‘Romans, be it your duty to rule the nations with imperial sway … to impose the rule of peace, to spare the humbled and crush the proud.’


  The definition of civilization in the west was revived by the Christian scholars of the seventh and eighth centuries, such as Gregory of Tours and Bede, whose histories of the previous centuries showed Christianity under severe threat, before triumphing over the pagans. The organization of the church, its literacy and its alliance with the likes of Charlemagne allowed Latin Christendom to become self-consciously synonymous with western civilization.


  The revival of interest in the classical world before and during the Renaissance re-ignited the idea of a distinctly European civilization reaching back beyond, and existing parallel to, Christianity. Western Europeans gave themselves a noble tradition by adopting Sophocles, Plato, Virgil and Seneca, as well as Christ and St Paul, as their cultural ancestors. The discovery of a New World across the Atlantic, and of multitudes of seemingly primitive peoples in all parts of the world, encouraged sixteenth-century Europeans to identify even more strongly with the ancient Greeks and Romans – civilized people surrounded by barbarians.


  By the eighteenth century, when the word civilization was coined, European intellectuals were in a state of optimism about the essential goodness of the world, the grace of God, and the ability of the rational mind to categorize all knowledge and solve humanity’s problems. The notion of civilized behaviour took hold as French-inspired politesse converted landowners, merchants and traders (previously possessed of bad habits such as living and eating with their workers) into refined gentlefolk with correct, if not exquisite, manners. Eighteenth-century gentlemanly culture seemed a welcome revival of the spirit of Athens and Rome and, while the optimism of the French Enlightenment wilted beneath the blade of the guillotine and the carnage of the Napoleonic wars, it blossomed again in the gentlemen’s clubs of nineteenth-century Britain. During the Age of Progress and the growth of the British empire, Macaulay, Carlyle and Buckle showed how the wonders of ancient Greece and Rome, of Venice and Florence, were of a piece with each other and with the marvels of industrial Britain. The Victorian historian Henry Thomas Buckle showed, in 1857, how civilization could be understood as a great chain of history whose first link, the civilization of ancient Egypt, ‘forms a striking contrast to the barbarism of the other nations of Africa’. From Egypt the chain links led to Greece and on through Rome, the Renaissance, Reformation and Enlightenment, up to the present glories of British society. Those who lay outside this sacred line were discounted as barbarian – and those within as civilized. The civilized world of Buckle’s time was not only self-defining, it had a mission ‘to suppress, to convert and to civilise’ the rest of humanity, justifying the European colonization of the world as a beneficial mixture of evangelism and moral superiority. The boundary between civilization and the uncivilized was easily drawn, even if it involved some sleight of hand when dealing with Moghul maharajas, and Chinese and Japanese emperors: civilization was white and Christian and everything else was barbarian.


  The concept of western civilization as a continuous (if occasionally interrupted) chain of history was strengthened by renewed interest in both the classical and Renaissance worlds. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British, French, Dutch and German gentleman-scholars toured the Continent and went south to unearth for themselves the wonders of the past. Pieces of pottery, statues, carved stones, paintings and mosaics were transported north in huge quantities, and in hundreds of north European towns museums were built to accommodate finds brought from Egypt, Greece, Rome and Florence. Eminent Europeans took to having their portraits painted or sculpted wearing Roman togas and laurels, their houses imitated Greek temples, and their clubs and regiments all bore Latin mottoes. Political thinkers revived Greek words like democracy, and J. S. Mill even declared that ‘The battle of Marathon was more important to English history than the Battle of Hastings.’ The forging of the chain of history continued, as the fifteenth-century innovations in Italian art were named as the Renaissance, or rebirth, of European culture; a description confirmed by Jacob Burckhardt’s magisterial 1869 book, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. In the 1890s European colonization expanded dramatically and it seemed likely that the whole world would soon feel the benefits of western civilization.


  This comfortable way of thinking about civilization came to a rude end in the Great War of 1914–18, when the deaths of 10 million soldiers, and the maiming and blinding of uncounted others, exposed it as a grand illusion. The 1914–18 war was either a conflict between groups of civilized nations, or a fight between the civilized nations (France, Britain, America) and those who had, quite suddenly, become uncivilized (Germany and Austria). Either way it was unarguably as much the product of western civilization as steam trains and Michelangelo’s David.


  How could civilization have come to this? How could so many millions have died so unnecessarily? The most persuasive answer came not from historians or philosophers, but from an entirely unexpected quarter. Sigmund Freud, whose views of human psychology were beginning to spread across Europe, had a startling and pessimistic message for humanity. Freud said of the First World War, ‘It is not that we sank so low, but that we never came so high as we thought.’


  Human beings, Freud argued, are prey to the base and brutal instincts that we inherit from our animal and primitive human ancestors. Civilization tames the brutal savagery that lies within all of us, but it cannot rid us of our instincts. Occasionally these break through the fragile veneer and we commit extraordinary acts of violence. Freud’s explanation of the carnage of the Great War forged a relationship between individual psychology and the nature of civilization, and made psychoanalysis the dominant method for exploring that relationship. The boundaries of civilization were no longer drawn on a map around western Europe and North America, or in a historical space around ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome, but in ourselves. We became both the barbarians and the civilized.


  Freud’s theories overturned the nineteenth-century idea of civilization as a benign force and demolished the idea of human progress. His ideas were controversial and apparently novel, but they were actually a throwback to the radical pessimism of St Augustine, the fifth-century father of Christian theology. Catholic doctrine asserts that we are born bearing the sins we inherit from Adam and Eve. While baptism washes these away, humans are ready to sin at any opportunity. St Augustine’s words: ‘Take away the barriers created by laws, men’s brazen capacity to do harm, their urge to self-indulgence, would rage to the full’ could have been written by Freud, whose Augustinian ideas about civilization focused attention away from society and on to the individual. Ever since then, the first place we have looked to find answers to the great questions of war, cruelty, progress, hatred, creativity and destruction has been the individual human mind.


  More conventional historians tried to explain the upheavals in Europe by mapping the rise and decline of the world’s civilizations. Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West, published in 1918, was followed in 1934 by the first part of Arnold Toynbee’s multi-volume A Study of History. Both were inspired by the nineteenth-century belief that history was guided by universal laws. The historian’s task was to show how those laws applied to all civilizations.


  By the early twentieth century a new barbarian force had arrived to confront western civilization – mass culture. In the 1920s and 1930s, European intellectuals spoke and wrote despairingly of the end of civilization being brought about by the sheer numbers of the urban masses, and their execrable cultural tastes and habits. Civilization could only be preserved by a small elite producing and appreciating works of art that were beyond the reach of the majority. Civilization became, in some eyes, the preserve of the few.


  We might have expected that the Second World War, the Holocaust and the Stalinist Terror would have finished, once and for all, any idea of human progress and of the benign effects of civilization. In fact the opposite happened. The horrors of the Nazi era, while they made us ask what it meant to be human, gave a new impetus to the belief that humans could and must find their way to a better world. For a decade or two, desperate to believe in a world of good things and buoyed by the defeat of Nazism, westerners fell back on the old prescriptions. While careful to avoid banal declarations of progress, cultural historians were able to share their pleasure in the ‘greatness’ of artists and philosophers and the beauty of paintings, ornaments and great houses, without feeling the need to ask whether these had been bought at a price that was too heavy to bear. In choosing Civilisation as the title for his 1969 television series about European art, Kenneth Clark deliberately pointed attention away from war and genocide, and towards great artists and beautiful objects, as the true products of civilization.


  The meaning of civilization for the now-dominant culture of the western world has, through all these changes, remained ambiguous. The writers of the United States Constitution were men of the Enlightenment, utterly embedded in the classical tradition, while European settlers used the idea of a ‘civilizing mission’ to justify their takeover of the American continent and the destruction of its indigenous population. But America was founded in opposition to established European values and, particularly after the mass migrations of the late nineteenth century, became a different kind of society. The civilization of which Europeans spoke was in many ways an affront to American ideals – elitist and nostalgic where Americans were populist and forward-looking. And the mass culture and popular art forms that European intellectuals so derided in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were, after all, mainly American creations. Only after the Second World War, when America assumed political leadership of the western world, did the potential arise for these contradictions to be resolved. Civilization became a more democratic, less elitist concept (a shift reinforced by the Nazi leaders’ love of ‘high culture’), and its meaning became both vague and inclusive – the whole of society, rather than a few elite art forms, was the basis of western civilization. This vague inclusiveness brings us back to where we started, with the revival of a concept that, while seeming to have lost some of its clarity, has clearly retained an extraordinary political and emotional power.


  The two dominant ideas of civilization, the nineteenth-century ‘great tradition’, and the Freudian calming of the beast within, with its echoes of Christian theology, have remained with us at the beginning of a new century. The image of a golden thread of civilization, carrying the shining light through the barbarian darkness that surrounds it, has proved a powerful and enduring symbol for historians. In 1999 Christian Meier wrote that the narrow channel in which the Athenians defeated the Persian fleet at Salamis was ‘the eye of the needle through which world history had to pass’, while Kenneth Clark referred to the period when Christianity ‘survived by clinging on to places like Skellig Michael, a pinnacle of rock eighteen miles from the Irish coast’ as civilization getting through by ‘the skin of our teeth’. At times like these the golden thread stretched alarmingly but it did not break. Our link with the great tradition was thereby both preserved and exemplified.


  Historians also call on Freud’s theories to explain brutal behaviour as a beast lying within us, occasionally breaking through the fragile restraint that civilization offers. Discussing the 1917 Russian Revolution and the subsequent civil war, Orlando Figes recently wrote: ‘It was as if all the violence of the previous few years had stripped away the thin veneer of civilization covering human relations and exposed the primitive zoological instincts of man. People began to like the smell of blood.’


  It is not only historians who make use of the notion of the beast within. Artists, film-makers and, in particular, crime writers are enamoured of Freud’s vision of brutal humanity held in check by civilizing forces. As P. D. James has commented, crime writers are ‘demonstrating how fragile are the bridges which we construct over the abyss of social and psychological chaos’.


  In the last few decades these concepts, and the beliefs that sustain them, have looked increasingly shaky. Our ways of studying the past have radically altered, and traditional ways of learning history, so brilliantly lampooned as long ago as 1930 by Sellar and Yeatman in 1066 and All That, have given way to a much more varied and richer approach to the past. We consume history with ever-increasing enthusiasm in books and films and on television and radio. But we do not want to be summarily told that Napoleon was good for France but bad for Europe, or that Stalin was a monster, or that Elizabeth I was a ‘great’ queen. We want to be given information, stories, documents, eye-witness accounts from the past and then make up our own minds. We know that events are never seen with an innocent eye, and that the historian’s preconceptions are the dominant influence on the way that history is told. Historians have responded by abandoning their pretence at objective dispassion; instead of just giving us the results, they are showing us how they work and are sharing their methods, their difficulties, their uncertainties and their enthusiasms. In this atmosphere, Kenneth Clark’s renewal of the tradition of ‘great men’ has lost credibility. What seemed a bold innovation in 1969 now looks like the last gasp of a patrician elite.


  If new and more transparent treatments of traditional subjects are popular, then so are explorations of the previously obscure and the downright peculiar. Histories of cod, the spice trade, the Dutch tulip obsession, the search for a way of measuring longitude, eating fish in ancient Athens, and a thousand other stories have all found enthusiastic audiences. We now eagerly consume histories of cultures outside the great tradition: of India, of China, of Native American societies, of Polynesia and of Aboriginal Australia.


  We have also developed a taste for the archaeology of the historic and prehistoric past, putting us in touch with the rich, and previously disregarded, culture of our ancestors. Studies of such things as mitochondrial DNA, ancient climate and vegetation patterns, isotopes preserved in human teeth and geophysical anomalies have opened up new and fascinating aspects of our history.


  When we demand that historians show us the evidence of their work, and when our desire for knowledge of the past takes us into such byways of history, then the golden thread begins to look more like a river of time with a multitude of tributaries and backwaters and slow pools and sudden rapids. Or perhaps it is like a vast rope net rolled up into a ball, with connections made in every direction. The notion that European civilization, or indeed the very existence of civilization itself, has depended on the continuation of a particular, narrowly defined tradition begins, in the face of the multiplicity of the past, to look a little absurd.


  One response has been to write and talk about civilizations in the plural. Authors such as Fernand Braudel (A History of Civilizations) and Felipe Fernández-Armesto (Civilizations) have written histories of different civilizations that avoid the traditional obsession with underlying patterns; while books like Robert Tignor et al.’s 2002 Worlds Together, Worlds Apart are aimed at the growing number of American college courses on world history that deliberately avoid the prejudices of Euro-centrism. Samuel Huntingdon’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order (1996) depicted a world of several distinct and potentially powerful civilizations. In Europe: A History, also published in 1996, Norman Davies has given a new perspective on the history of Europe itself by showing, just a decade after the collapse of the Iron Curtain, how the stories of eastern and western Europe can and should be unified.


  The fading of the old belief in the moral and intellectual superiority of Europeans has been given intellectual force by the emergence of what we might call environmental history. The American scientist and historian Jared Diamond has persuasively argued that geography, topography, climate, ocean currents and coastlines affect the development of different societies – not in some vague sense, but in ways that are open to investigation and measurement. In this analysis Europeans simply happened to live in a place that made them likely to develop technologies with which they could conquer the world.


  * * *


  If the idea of the great tradition has been pushed aside, what about Freud’s revival of Augustine’s belief that civilization tames the beast that lies within the human psyche? Freud’s use of the behaviour of primitive man in support of his theories has proved a two-edged sword – impressive in the short term but vulnerable to hard-headed investigation thereafter. That investigation has shown that most of Freud’s pick’n’mix anthropology was misdirected. Freud’s promotion of the unconscious suffered not because the concept was wrong, but because he used his own idea of the content of the unconscious to explain every aspect of human life. And while psychoanalysis proved popular among mildly neurotic, or even apparently quite normal, if well-heeled, people, its failure to cure serious mental disorders has inevitably dented the credibility of Freud’s theories of the mind.


  But if we distrust Freudian ideas about civilization, then how do we account for the brutality of the twentieth-century wars that Freud explained with such apparent success? The theory of the ‘beast within’ gained great credence from the carnage of the First World War, but recent historians have developed a different approach to the psychology of warfare. John Keegan has argued that between the defeat of Napoleon in 1815 and the outbreak of war in 1914, Europe came increasingly to resemble a vast military camp. There was no geopolitical reason for this, since in 1815 Europe looked forward to a long period of relative peace. However, nearly a century later: ‘… on the eve of the First World War, almost every fit European male of military age carried a soldier’s identity card among his personal papers telling him when and where to report for duty in the event of general mobilisation … At the beginning of July 1914 there were some four million Europeans actually in uniform; at the end of August there were twenty million, and many tens of thousands had already been killed.’


  The military culture, which existed in parallel to civil society, had become ever more powerful and warfare had become an automatic response to political difficulties. Once the Great Powers went to war in 1914, the availability of millions of men, and the development of new forms of artillery and small arms based on high-quality steel, meant that massive loss of life was certain to follow. Keegan also shows that the ethos of glorious combat, of a noble death in war and the desire to destroy your enemy are elements of a peculiarly western idea of warfare – such murderous conflict would simply not have arisen in other cultures. From the historian’s viewpoint, the world wars were not the reversion of European humanity to a primitive state of barbarism, but were born of a culture that had been deliberately promoted and fostered over the previous century.


  These new ways of looking at history reflect our changed understanding of the world. But not only do they bypass the question ‘What is civilization?’, they make it increasingly difficult to answer. Our changed outlook on the world presents us with some stark difficulties. We have come to believe, for example, that so-called primitive societies have the right to continue their existence undisturbed. How then do we view a civilization that has routinely destroyed such societies and has justified such destruction on moral, religious and historical grounds? If our civilization includes our history and is an expression of our enduring values, then when these two are in such obvious conflict, what remains?


  We can begin to answer these questions by looking at how we, the present generation, differ from our predecessors, and why our view of the world is so different from theirs. I have described how civilization has been viewed in the past, and given some of the reasons why those views have fallen away, but what are the particular characteristics of the present that influence our view of our civilization?


  In the 1930s and 1940s it was quite clear what western society and western civilization stood for. Whether you were a socialist or conservative, civilization was everything that Hitler, Mussolini and imperial Japan were trying to destroy, and the task of civilization was to preserve itself. Belief in a Christian God had given way to belief in progress before being replaced by the urgent need to defeat fascism. Those who fought on ‘the wrong side’ saw this clearly too, once the war was over. The immediate task of the post-war years was not to rebuild the society that existed before – it was to make a fresh beginning. Nevertheless, the war took an enormous toll of the emotional and cultural energies of those who went through it, and after a brief flirtation with radicalism, the west subsided in the 1950s into a politically and culturally conservative society, eager to cling to what it had, static and frightened of change.


  The 1960s were, in part, a reaction against the atrophying of society that followed the Second World War. The wartime generation was simply relieved to have survived and be given the chance to build a peaceful and prosperous world; their sons and daughters, then approaching adulthood, wanted something else. The previous sense of fighting to preserve civilization was transformed into a new belief that it was precisely the existing society with its hierarchies, its rigidity, its deference to authority, its ‘doctor-knows-best’ mentality that had been to blame for Europe’s slide into conflict. At Nuremburg, when the world asked how citizens of a civilized country like Germany could have committed such horrors, the continual refrain was ‘I was only obeying orders.’ This harrowing phrase became the reverse shibboleth of the new generation – from now on, no one was to give and no one obey orders. Europe was ridding itself of the militarism that had haunted the continent for more than 150 years.


  It is difficult in retrospect to appreciate the utter faith that most people had in the pillars of society in the immediate post-war period, and the palpable sense of personal and collective shock as one institution after another was exposed as hypocritical, self-serving and corrupt. In Britain the Suez crisis, Profumo, Poulson, Thalidomide, the demand for Catholic civil rights in Ulster and a series of miscarriages of justice ended our illusions and dealt immense blows to our previously rose-coloured view of the established order.


  In America the disillusionment was just as profound and potentially more disturbing. The Vietnam war projected the futile brutality of the government into every living room, while the civil rights movement exposed America’s dirty secret – legalized segregation and dehumanization of its black population – to the world. My Lai, the murder of Martin Luther King, the shooting dead of peaceful demonstrators at Kent State University, the sight of white cops beating black protestors in Alabama; all this and more repelled the generation that came to adulthood as it was all unfolding. In France, Germany and Italy the effects were the same, while the Russian suppression of the Prague Spring in 1968 destroyed any vestiges of admiration for the Soviet alternative to western society.


  While members of the post-war generation were disgusted by the sight of the old order trying to hold the world still, the previous generation must have been dismayed at the antics of its children – their disregard for its struggles, their easy assumption of the wealth that came their way, and their joyous desecration of its icons. One of the central props in Joe Orton’s play What the Butler Saw, which packed in London audiences in 1969, was a jar containing the preserved penis of Winston Churchill. This iconoclasm extended to anything and everything old and venerable – art, buildings, politicians, generals, education, culture. It was as if the sins of the past had been so great that only a total cleansing and fumigation of society would suffice. Everything must be thrown out so that everything could be built anew.


  This social revolution happened at the same time as a sudden increase in affluence, particularly in western Europe (the United States had felt the effects in the 1950s). The disdain for authority and the desire for instant gratification were spurred on by the sheer amount of new, cheap stuff that was suddenly available to almost everyone – records, cars, clothes, transistor radios, cameras, telephones, colour magazines, tabloid newspapers and, above all, television.


  In the 1960s, technology not only offered a better, more colourful, more interesting set of experiences, it also offered an escape from a communal, conforming, collaborative society. There was no longer any need for the family to sit round the fire in the evening ‘making their own entertainment’ or listening to little Annie murdering a succession of songs on the piano. Central heating and portable record-players and radios meant that every room in the house became a potential private entertainment centre. Teenagers’ bedrooms were transformed from freezing dormitories entered only in the hours of darkness to warm dens full of gadgets beaming in music, photographs and sheer excitement from across the world. The communality of family life was abandoned in the pursuit of individual gratification and the novelties of remote shared experiences. More technology fostered more production and more spending power, which made new stuff ever cheaper and more disposable.


  By the mid-sixties the excited enthusiasm for making and spending money began to pall among some members of the newly liberated young. The counterculture that formed in opposition to the Vietnam war began to turn its back on consumerism and individualism in the search for a new kind of communality and spirituality. It is this movement that is often taken to embody the spirit of the 1960s, though it was really an attempt to reach back to a time that the materialism of the 1960s was destroying. As it turned out, the counterculture stood little chance against the battalions of the commercial world and the more immediate joys of buying and having. The hippy movement’s call for a new spirituality in the face of mindless consumerism fell on deaf ears. We chose to shop and have done so ever since. In this analysis we have gone on spending, not in spite of the changes that took place in the 1960s, but because of them.


  The combination of consumerism, material prosperity and distrust of established authority has given us a troubling relationship with our past. It is as if we have simultaneously been gifted the keys to the treasure house and the knowledge of where the loot has come from. We want to enjoy our wealth, but we want to know how our world was built – and we are uncomfortable with many of the answers. Stories of the murderous exploitation of the rest of humanity, the crushing of other cultures, the genocide of natives of those lands we deemed desirable have all been absorbed by a generation whose distrust of the established order prepared them for the worst. This process has continued unabated; the genocide of native Quebecois Indians, the funding of the British Industrial Revolution by the slave trade, the torture of Algerian prisoners by the French army, abuse of Iraqis in Abu Ghraib prison; every week seems to bring a new revelation to add to what we already know, and to confirm our worst suspicions. We sometimes seem to have reached a stage of compulsive self-flagellation, where we positively welcome bad news that locks us further into our conviction of the ills that western civilization has brought on the world. There are individual stories of goodness and salvation in our past but these only emphasize the moral bleakness of the world in which they are set. Indeed, every heroic act engenders the suspicion of ulterior dark motives – a suspicion that is then confirmed by ardent research. Kennedy was a philanderer, Churchill a bully, Newton an insufferable egotist, Jefferson an adulterer, Hardy a cheat, Larkin a pervert; the list goes on and on. Even the saint-like Albert Schweitzer was culpable for his dismissal of modern medicines, while Mother Teresa is accused of doing more harm than good to the poor and sick of Calcutta.


  What may have the greatest influence on our changing view of civilization is our growing disillusion with the most powerful of all western beliefs, the idea of progress. For the past 60 years the countries of the west have been at peace with each other, their citizens have enjoyed continuous and growing prosperity; scientific and technological developments have delivered ease of communication, convenience and longer life spans free of debilitating disease, while progressive legislation has encouraged and reflected an increasing tolerance of different races, genders and ways of living. And yet, while our lives are technically more comfortable and convenient, we are beginning to understand some of the illusory nature of our gains. The degradation of the natural environment, the destruction of family and community networks, the emergence of new diseases such as AIDS, growing obesity and mental illness among the young, the intractable increase in serious drug abuse, the growth in disparity between rich and poor, both within the west and between the west and the rest, the uncertainties brought on by a globalized economy; all are stark reminders that talk of progress must be heavily qualified. But there are more insidious aspects of economic prosperity that affect our daily lives. The last few decades have seen economics and business management applied to every part of life. Not only are governments, schools, colleges, public housing and hospitals subjected to a kind of techno-managerialism (with its accompanying meaningless jargon), we are constantly told to think of our lives as an individual long-term financial investment. We must put money and effort into our education in order to earn more later (and contribute more to our national economy), and while working we must continually think of saving for our old age. It has taken decades of economic prosperity for us to realize the costs of ever-greater efficiency. We see a life of unremitting work stretching ahead of our children, without the compensations of community life and connection with the natural world that we ourselves enjoyed.


  The attacks of 11 September 2001 and their aftermath have put new strains on the comfortable idea that, for western citizens, life could just go on getting better. The danger of more attacks, immediate restrictions on civil liberties, arguments for the use of torture, the immense military power of one nation over all others, the contemplation of the use of battlefield nuclear weapons and the rift between and within western nations over issues like ‘pre-emptive war’ have provoked concern at the apparent fragility of the institutions that are supposed to uphold western values. Those who know their history recall how easily democratic values disintegrated in the 1920s and 30s in all but a few nations. We are beginning to wonder whether the peace and prosperity of the six decades since 1945 have resulted from the determined application of liberal values, or whether these are an indulgence that only continuous prosperity allows. Is the fading of memory of the Second World War allowing the re-emergence of war as an instrument of policy?


  And where, in this shifting view of the world, do we place art, the jewel in the crown of our civilization? If we no longer believe in Kenneth Clark’s easy assurance that ‘great’ art is the ultimate manifestation of civilization, then what do we think about it? Has the predominance and ubiquity of popular art forms like pop music, film and television made so-called ‘high art’ redundant; and if painting, sculpture and literature often seem bent on criticizing, mocking or turning away from society’s predominant values, then in what sense are they, and have they ever been, a celebration of civilization?


  So, we have some difficult problems to resolve before we can say that we understand what our civilization really means to us. The mismatch between values and events; our persistent belief in progress versus the catastrophe of mechanized war and environmental degradation; our growing disdain for established authority against our belief in a noble tradition; appreciation of other cultures sitting uncomfortably with our desire to bring western liberal values to the whole world; our view of art as a vital critique of society, living alongside our historical view of fine art as the pinnacle of our civilization – all these contradictions make any use of the word or concept of ‘civilization’ dangerous and partial. Nevertheless, as I began by saying, civilization is the word that stands for what we most value about our society. We cannot simply dismiss it as being so full of contradictions as to be meaningless, so we must make some attempt to understand it. This, I suggest, can only be done by looking at the whole of western history in the spirit of the present: seeing how values and events are connected, investigating the context in which ideas that we take for granted arose, bringing cultural, philosophical, social and political history together, and viewing received wisdom and venerable authority with healthy scepticism. Before we embark on that history, I want first to say some things about the ways in which we look at the past.


  History, the evidence-based investigation and interpretation of the past, is another of those concepts that is peculiar to the west – indeed, the invention of history will be one of the first subjects we have to deal with. I have already argued that history depends on the outlook of both historian and audience, and that each of them has interests that drive the direction of their research or their consumption of history. But history, despite the recent expansion of interests and approaches, is still written by the winners. Anyone who has the educational, financial and social wherewithal to have a book or article or paper published or to front a TV series has done well out of western society, and his or her viewpoint must reflect that benefit. A history of the west written by a confused drug addict facing 40 years’ imprisonment in California for his third offence of stealing chocolate bars, or by a farmhand who has never left his Galician village, would look very different from any that we have ever read. Such a document will never be produced and we cannot will it into existence, but we should be aware of its absence.


  The same applies to the timing of history. Wordsworth said that poetry ‘takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity’. History too is written after the din of battle. Again, we do not have an account of western civilization written from Oradour-sur-Glane or Auschwitz in 1944, or from Kolyma labour camp. What would history look like if the point of reference – the present – were a living hell? We can never know because, although we have the personal accounts of survivors, history is not written at such times and in such places.


  History is also, as Harold Wilson said of politics, ‘the art of the possible’. Everything that is written or said by historians depends, ultimately, on evidence and mostly on written evidence. Societies and cultures that had no written language are almost beyond our reach, while great epochs and many aspects of western civilization are a blank page to us because documents have not survived, or because many of the things our ancestors did were not recorded. (The great task of recent and current European history is, as I have already hinted, the construction of the history of these neglected epochs from archaeological and other non-written evidence.) Conversely, as we come nearer to the present, there is such an abundance of written material that the historian is in danger of being overwhelmed by the evidence.


  It has been suggested that bird-watching is popular in Europe because the number of species is small enough to enliven the interest of the moderately dedicated, while being large enough to present a life-long challenge to the obsessive. There is something of this in the selection of historical subjects. We are endlessly fascinated by the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, which is the period following the spread across Europe and beyond of printing based on movable type. In these centuries there are official documents, personal letters and county records to be unearthed, as well as political pamphlets and newspapers. Much of the documentation is familiar, but there is always the chance of turning up something important in an uninspected ledger or letter. By the nineteenth century the romance of the search for those hidden gems wears off; the industrialization of printing and manufacturing methods means there is simply so much stuff that the historian becomes a selector rather than a discoverer. In the fifteenth and earlier centuries documentation is much harder to come by and largely restricted to official matters; the nature of the lives of the general population has to be divined by clever interpolations of whatever material exists, and here the chance of new discoveries is close to zero.


  History is selective in the standpoint, background and social status of the historian, in the time it is written, in the availability of documents, in its connection to the great themes of the past, and in the possibility of new revelations and discoveries. If there is not much we can do to alter the course of our journey through the past, we should at least be aware of the invisible forces that guide our footsteps.


  1


  [image: line]


  IN THE BEGINNING


  Prehistory and Illiterate Societies
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  MODERN humans first came to the lands of the west around 40,000 years ago. At this boundary between geological time and human prehistory Europe was undergoing a succession of Ice Ages that profoundly affected the landscape and habitat. Humans arrived not as the ice retreated, but during an interglacial period; the story of the earliest people of the west is one of adaptation to an ever-changing world. These first modern humans came from north-east Africa and the Near East, where finds have been dated to around 90,000 years ago. They probably lived alongside Neanderthal humans for a short period before the latter died out, around 40,000 years ago, leaving Homo sapiens sapiens as the last surviving human species.


  Europe was then, as now, a series of zones of vegetation. The ice sheets to the north (and around the Alps) were succeeded to the south by a vast belt of open tundra and steppe, with forests pushed back to the rim of the Mediterranean. Sea levels were around 120 metres below present levels, giving huge coastal plains in the southern North Sea and western France, forming continuous land out to, and beyond, Britain and Ireland. Though winters on the tundra and steppe were harsh, these open spaces were home to large herds of grazing animals, particularly reindeer, but also bison, wild horses, aurochs, and, in the earliest times, mammoths and other ‘Ice Age’ mammals.


  It is likely that the earliest ‘archaic’ humans in Europe lived off finds of dead animals, but Neanderthals and modern humans developed methods of killing large mammals. Hunting is a task that must not be underestimated – the human animal (a feeble clawless ape) cannot kill even the most sedentary grazing animal without the use of tools and a degree of organization. With the influx of modern humans, blade forms of stone tools proliferated – scrapers, chisels, spear blades, knives, awls – with early Europeans showing consummate creativity, as well as practical ingenuity, in tool-making. From as early as 33,000 years ago there are examples of bone and ivory being carved, sawn, ground and polished with extraordinary skill.


  Cold conditions meant that humans, like the animals they hunted, were seasonal migrants, going north in the summer and retreating south in the winter. To begin with they were probably opportunist hunters, but they soon developed more apparently reliable methods, which in turn affected the social organization of human groups. From as early as 30,000 years ago, hunter-foragers were drawn to the major migration routes of grazing animals. Vézère and the Dordogne valley, for example, were on the route of reindeer migration from the summer grazing on the Massif Central to winter habitats on the Atlantic Plain. The bone remains found at these sites are predominantly of one animal at each site, usually reindeer, indicating the systematic exploitation of a single species. The human communities became larger – tens or even hundreds of people lived at Laugerie Haute and Laussel in southern France and at Dolní Vestonice, Willendorf and Kostenski in central and eastern Europe. Such expansion was possible because the communities were more settled – instead of following herds, people could wait for them to arrive. This change allowed settlements to be established in cave systems but also on open ground, with substantial houses made of bone, stone and wooden posts. Although Europe was still largely unpopulated, population densities and bigger settlements increased significantly in those regions where the supply of animals was good.


  On 12 September 1940 four French teenagers stumbled into a cave at Lascaux in southern France, and found the famous ‘painted gallery’. The upper reaches of the chamber, together with much of the vault, were entirely covered in naturalistic paintings of aurochs, horses, buffalo, ibex and other creatures; further galleries showed carvings and paintings of yet more animals, all dating from around 17,000 years ago. The cave complex at Altamira in northern Spain, where excavations began in 1879, had already revealed tools and other artefacts, as well as paintings, created by humans who inhabited the caves from 18,000 to 14,000 years ago.


  While their beauty and sophistication are clear to all, the discoveries at Lascaux and Altamira provoked a long and inconclusive debate on the function of art in prehistoric societies. The paintings are deep within the cave systems, they are almost exclusively of hunted animals (human depictions are rare and generally non-naturalistic) and, strangest of all, they are often painted on top of one another. We can only speculate that the painting of these animals was part of a ritual, and that the depiction of a bison, for example, was some attempt to connect with the animal or acquire power over it through spiritual means. We might dismiss these ideas as too functional, but we should be aware that all humans were, until recently, utterly embedded in the natural world – their source of food and sustenance, and a dangerous and a magical place.


  The occurrence of artistic activity so early in human history is presumably connected to some small but significant difference between humans and other animals, while the subject of their art shows the degree of connection between early humans and their fellow creatures. All animal species are unique; the genetic mutations that produced humans simply provided the world with another member of the ape family. This ape seems to have a conscious faculty that allows it to think and plan and conceive in certain ways that other apes do not (combined with the unconscious mind, brain and basic anatomy that make it share such primate characteristics as affection, greed, sexual desire, social intercourse, companionship and violence). We need to tread carefully here since recent studies have shown that primates and other animals are capable of language-based communication together with a host of other activities (including deception and drug-taking) that were long thought to be uniquely human. Nevertheless, humans have always had an impulse to represent the world around them in pictures and images that is, so far as we know, unique. It is a fair assumption that this is connected to, and presumably a by-product of, our consciousness. The ability to conceptualize and plan and think ahead gave humans distinct advantages in tool-making, organizing food collection and hunting, and building shelters – all of which offered them a vastly greater potential range of habitation and diet than their primate cousins. But the same consciousness, as we know from our own experience, has led humans to look for and require meaning from the world around them. The ability to make a spear that will enable a clawless ape to kill a reindeer is part of the same mental equipment that asks whether, for example, the phases of the moon are connected to the weather or to good hunting or to sickness. While most animals seem to deal with the vagaries of the world in a pragmatic, perceptual way, human consciousness rebels against meaninglessness. And so humans have constructed symbols, invented stories and engaged in rituals that bring meaning, that help them to understand the variations in weather, changes in fortune, health, hunting and harvest. Art, culture, religion and, latterly, science, have all been part of this process, which has been with us, it seems, from the beginning.


  The occupation of caves like Lascaux and Altamira came to an end as the European climate began a rapid change. The peak of the last glaciation occurred about 18,000 years ago, and from 13,000 to 10,000 years ago the rapidly warming climate began to have a dramatic effect on the European landscape and its small human population. This transition marks the end of what is known as the Palaeolithic and the beginning of the Mesolithic period. By 10,000 to 8,000 years ago dense forest had spread across much of the continent, sea levels had risen, drowning coastal plains and cutting off land bridges, and open tundra was pushed ever further north. The human population moved north too, staying ahead of the encroaching forest rather than following the retreating ice. The human population in southern Europe (previously the area of heaviest population) dropped dramatically as the food supply diminished. The diet of reindeer was replaced by forest species, such as red deer and wild boar, while mammoth and giant deer became extinct. The size of human groups declined, while the artefacts that have been found show less concern with quality of craftsmanship and naturalism in art than previously. Tools made of wood, bone and antler replaced ivory and were more plentiful and varied. Archaeological finds of flint arrow heads (some found embedded in animals), axe and adze heads, scrapers and borers from the Mesolithic period are common, while antler mattocks and fish traps made from wickerwork have been discovered.


  All of this indicates that humans struggled at first to cope with the dense forests of the south, while northern Europe and the Atlantic fringe became favoured regions for human habitation, with inland and coastal waterways providing a good source of food and transport. At Tybrind Vig, a submerged site off the Danish coast, fish-hooks with twine and ‘textile’ pieces made from a yarn spun out of plant fibres have been found, together with a decorated boat paddle. Pottery vessels (once thought to have been introduced by the later Neolithic farmers) were also in use in Scandinavia around 5,600 years ago, as were huts with post holes and wooden floors made of split logs of birch and pine, interleaved with sheets of bark. Star Carr, a Mesolithic site near the east coast of Yorkshire, was almost certainly a summer outpost of the Mesolithic culture of Scandinavia. Finds at this lakeside settlement include antler headdresses, a wooden canoe paddle, antler harpoons and barbed arrow heads. The summer visitors ranged over about 200 square miles of forest and lived off red deer, roe deer, boar, fish, ducks and other aquatic birds (it is estimated that there would have been as many as 3,000 red deer living within their hunting area).
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  At the maximum glaciation, around 200,000 years ago, western Europe was predominantly a vast area of open tundra, including the present-day seas off western France and the southern North Sea.


  These northern Europeans had adapted to life on the edge of a forest moving ever north, but their environment continued to change. Studies of peat deposits at Star Carr have shown that around 11,000 years ago willow and aspen began to encroach on the shallow lake, slowly draining its receding waters. The inhabitants cleared trees and scrub from the lakeside by fire, but changing vegetation defeated them, as, by around 10,500 years ago, dense hazel growth turned the lake into a bog and Star Carr was abandoned. Adaptation meant moving on.
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  Eight thousand years ago, after a rapid rise in temperature, the same area was dominated by dense forest, to which our ancestors were forced to adapt.


  The best-preserved dwellings of Mesolithic Europe are at Lepenski Vir on the Danube, which was occupied from 7,750 to 6,250 years ago. In this fishing village, hunters had settled into a sedentary lifestyle. Their houses were trapezoidal in plan and up to 30 metres square, built on terraces cut into the banks of the river. Sculptures depicted humans with fish heads, while the dead were buried with their heads pointing downstream, in order, it is thought, for their spirits to be carried away by the river. The river also embodied renewal as each spring beluga sturgeon, measuring up to nine metres in length and thought to represent the returning dead, came upstream to spawn.


  Human groups adapted to the encroaching forests by inhabiting river plains, coastal sites, lakesides and the surviving northern tundra, but as time went on, they learned how to deal with the forest in inventive ways. The topography of Europe, with its unusual pattern of mountains, valleys, rolling hills, plains and plateaux packed within a relatively small space, gave opportunities for human groups to establish seasonal bases, as at Star Carr. These were not the fully nomadic people of the earliest times, but groups who made regular journeys from lower ground in winter, where the woodland, without its dense summer undergrowth, allowed easier movement for hunting, to uplands in summer. Europe in the later Mesolithic (from 6,000 years ago) had fewer but larger settlements, each with a series of satellites or outposts. The population as a whole recovered from the decline that the dense post-glacial forests first brought as Europeans learned how to exploit the variations in their environment.


  The change in settlement patterns, dating from around 6,500 years ago, coincided with an alteration in human burial practices from single grave sites to communal sites. The largest Mesolithic burial site in western Europe, at Carbeço da Arruda in Portugal, has over 170 graves, while others with more than 100 graves have been found. This indicates settled societies and a greater interest in the fate of the dead. Late Mesolithic cemeteries give another clue to the changes in human society – remains from larger settled groups (e.g. Skateholm, Vedbaek) show a noticeably wider range of diseases, principally arthritis and caries, but also hyperostosis and rickets, than those from more mobile groups (Grotta dell’Uzzo, Arene Candide), which demonstrate evidence of caries but not much else. It seems that large permanent settlements carried increased exposure to both parasites and infectious disease.


  Ornaments made from parts of hunted animals, like tooth pendants, were placed in Mesolithic graves, as well as effigies of animals and humans, harpoons, combs, spears and axes – as many as 400 items have been found in some graves. There was a noticeable change from the earlier art of the Palaeolithic, with its naturalistic depictions of animals, towards symbolic imagery, including depictions of humans, that is equally impressive in execution and effect. While the figures are non-naturalistic, the use of simple line and form to convey movement and drama is astonishing.


  Many of the most developed Mesolithic sites have been found on Europe’s Atlantic fringe – from the coast of Portugal to Brittany, the British Isles and southern Scandinavia – leading to speculation about a distinct Atlantic culture. Certainly the variety and volume of food resources was immense and was fully exploited. At Mesolithic sites on the island of Risga off Argyll in Scotland, remains of every kind of shellfish have been found, together with tope, dogfish, skate, ray, conger eel, mullet, haddock, sea bream, great auk, gull, goose, cormorant, razor bill and guillemot, as well as both common and grey seals. Millions of discarded seashells have been found at Ertebølle in Denmark, a site that was probably occupied for 700 to 800 years.


  Though early sea-going boats have not been preserved, it is clear from catches of bottom-feeders like cod, haddock and skate that boats made of hide stretched over wooden frames (similar to the traditional curragh boats of western Ireland) were in use in the Mesolithic. River boats made of single logs and of oak planks bound by yew and willow have been found at North Ferriby on the Humber. The earliest organized cemeteries in western Europe are also near the Atlantic coast, providing an argument for a separate sea-facing culture existing in a zone where food was plentiful.


  The end of the Mesolithic period in Europe is marked by the coming of agriculture – the effect of the so-called ‘Neolithic Revolution’. For 30,000 of the last 36,000 years, central, western and northern Europe was inhabited exclusively by hunter-foragers. During that time the natural environment of the continent changed out of all recognition. Climate, vegetation, even the shape and extent of the land altered dramatically and the survival of the human population depended on adapting to the changing world. In contrast the last 6,000 years have seen little natural change, while the environment has been drastically altered by human intervention.


  Around 9,000 years ago, the practice of keeping domesticated animals and rearing crops began to appear in south-eastern Europe. Over the next 3,500 or so years these practices spread north and west across the continent, reaching central and western Europe by 7,500 years ago and the far north and west around 2,000 years later. But the spread of agriculture was a fitful process that revealed the underlying complexities of the existing European society.


  European hunter-foragers learned to exploit small-scale variations in habitat, but the overall geography of Europe was also crucially important to its human history. A vast low-lying plain stretches from the Atlantic to the Urals, interrupted by rivers flowing north and south, which offer both natural boundaries and easy transport. The mountain ranges are high enough to give defensible sanctuaries, but none are so extensive that they are impossible for humans to cross. The European coast, with its vast quantity of sheltered coves, estuaries, inlets and offshore islands (over 10,000), and with relatively short distances between safe landings, makes for easy sea-borne travel and trade but also allows independent communities to grow up facing the sea, while protected from incursion by land. Italy, Greece, Scandinavia, Portugal, Spain, France, Britain and Ireland contain a multitude of islands and valleys that are close to impregnable from the land, while giving easy access to the sea.
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  Modern maps show land features with the seas blank, but to our ancestors the seas and rivers of the west were highways, defences and an inexhaustible source of food.


  It is almost certain that agriculture was brought into Europe by small groups of migrants, either overland from the south-east, or travelling west along the Mediterranean coast and then north. These were not indigenous hunters learning new techniques, but outsiders bringing their own culture, together with imported domestic animals and crops. The types of wheat, barley and millet grown in Europe were, for thousands of years, derived from Near Eastern varieties, as were the domesticated breeds of sheep and goat. In the heavily forested regions of central and western Europe these incomers encountered few groups of hunters, and were able (once they cleared forests by burning undergrowth and felling trees) to feed animals and grow crops on the rich loess soil of the flood plains of the Danube, Vistula, Oder, Elbe, Rhine, Garonne and Rhône and their multitude of tributaries. The farmers built large longhouses, mostly 15 to 30 metres long by 6 to 7 metres wide, sometimes arranged in groups and mostly without any defensive palisade. The early agricultural settlements were clustered together, for example in the Merzbach valley near Cologne in Germany. These people also brought a type of pottery known as bell beaker (one type, linear pottery, came via central Europe; another, impressed pottery, came via the western Mediterranean); pottery has been found in hunter-forager sites, but was much more commonly used by farmers.


  The spread of agriculture was comparatively rapid across central Europe (c. 7,500 to 7,000 years ago), but when the farmers arrived in the north and west an interesting change took place. Firstly, on the northern fringe of Europe, they found the sand and gravel soil not conducive to crops – the inhabitants of a coastal zone from the Netherlands to Poland remained as fishers and hunters for around another thousand years. Secondly, on the Atlantic fringe they encountered a settled, well-developed group of hunter-fisher communities that had no urgent need of agricultural techniques. The coming together of the incoming farmers, either by migration or cultural diffusion, with the established Atlantic culture seems to have been responsible for an astonishing phenomenon that is without parallel in European history.


  Across the landscape of north-western Europe looms a massive and deeply mysterious series of stone monuments whose scale, variety and meticulous construction have challenged our understanding of the world that our ancestors occupied and created. Neither the indigenous hunter-fishers nor the incoming pastoralists had produced anything of this scale or type before, nor do they appear elsewhere on the continent of Europe – the monuments are the products of a uniquely western European culture. From about 6,800 years ago megalithic tombs, often in the form of passage graves, began to appear on the Iberian coast and in Brittany, usually accompanied by massive standing stones, many decorated with carvings. The passage graves were designed for continuous use, with grave sites set along a central corridor. As farming spread west between 6,500 and 5,500 years ago, megalithic monuments were built on the Atlantic coasts of Britain and Ireland, with long barrow graves appearing in Wessex. The most impressive examples include passage graves at Newgrange and Knowth in Ireland, stone circles at Callanish on Lewis, the tumulus at Maes Howe, stone houses at Skara Brae, and standing stones at Howe, Brogdar and Stenness on Orkney, all constructed between 6,000 and 4,000 years ago.


  The amount of work and ingenuity involved in building these monuments was prodigious. The so-called Grand Menhir standing stone from Brittany weighs 348 tonnes and would have needed 2,000 people to drag it from its source, while the passage grave at Newgrange is covered in 200,000 tonnes of rubble and turf. Above the capstone over the entrance to Newgrange a small opening has been left such that at dawn on the midwinter solstice 5,000 years ago, a beam of sunlight would have shone along the passage and illuminated a triple spiral carved into the wall of the main burial chamber. The chamber at Maes Howe (c. 4,800 years old) is constructed from slabs of stone fitted with extraordinary precision and topped by a corbelled roof. Like Newgrange, it is aligned with the sun at the winter solstice.


  The Wessex area of England underwent an era of monument building after Orkney, with five complexes (Avebury is the best known) being erected around a central henge. Several huge barrows and the enormous Silbury Hill were all made around this time. An early construction at Stonehenge dates from about 5,000 years ago. The blue stones were transported from west Wales and erected around 1,000 years later. The trilithons were then added and the stones re-arranged in a circle and horseshoe, completing Stonehenge as the focus of a ritual complex reaching from the Channel coast to the Chilterns, and unequalled anywhere in prehistoric Europe. The bringing of stone from west Wales, and common patterns of spirals, squares and chevrons marked on entranceways, show strong connections between different groups over considerable distances. The presence of grooved pottery in locations as far apart as Orkney and Wessex demonstrates the extent of the cultural network of this society, while the locations themselves show that, for our ancestors, the ‘far’ north and west of Europe was not a remote region, but a territory with its own rich and sophisticated culture.


  The sophistication of Neolithic society is confirmed by evidence of long-distance trading. A collection of stone axes found in the Pennines of northern England, for example, contains samples from established axe ‘factories’ in the north of Ireland, North Wales, Cumbria, the Scottish borders, south-west England, the Midlands, East Anglia and possibly Sussex. At the Pike of Stickle in Cumbria 450 tonnes of waste flakes lie on the hill-side, as debris from the manufacture of 45,000 to 75,000 axe-heads.


  The Neolithic monuments of the Atlantic fringe were a central part of the lives of our ancestors, and the process of building, as well as their continued existence, undoubtedly carried great significance. Their astronomical elements demonstrate a continuous sophisticated culture, while the monuments themselves are a profound declaration of connection to a piece of territory and to the dead. Although monument building came to a halt around 4,400 years ago, the great mounds and henges remained a dominant feature of the landscape for millennia, and are likely to have held a spiritual meaning for generations of descendants of those who built them.


  The introduction of farming into Europe was rapidly followed by a significant technological innovation – the smelting of metal. Smelting used the intense heating techniques needed for baking pottery and was probably developed independently in the Near East, south-east Europe and Iberia some time between 7,000 and 6,000 years ago. To begin with, worked metals, mainly copper and gold, were used for decoration and ornament. A 6,000-year-old cemetery found at Varna on the Black Sea coast of Bulgaria contained six kilograms of gold and even more copper, while copper dating back 6,500 years has been found in Almeria in Spain.


  While metallurgy may have originated independently, around 5,000 years ago the development of urban societies in Mesopotamia began to affect Europe through their demand for goods and spread of techniques. Two-piece moulds and copper-arsenic alloys, wheeled vehicles, light ploughs and wool-bearing sheep, the domesticated horse and more substantial timber houses all arrived in Europe in this period. Different regions took these on according to their needs, but after 3000 BC shared burial practices show that Europe had become a more unified culture. Slash-and-burn techniques replaced small-scale horticulture, and flint was quarried for axes for more forest clearance.


  Forest clearance, crop planting and the herding of domestic animals intensified and accelerated the human-made changes to the landscape. Local effects could be profound and long-lasting. As one example, the open landscape of the North York Moors in north-east England (and just a few miles north of Star Carr) was, before the advent of agriculture, a mixed forest. Early farmers began to fell and burn the trees to make clearings for penning wild deer and domestic animals and to create open land for planting. The effect, over a few hundred years, was to deprive the thin, fragile soil of its nutrients and its structural base. Useless for crops, grass or its original tree cover, its 200 square miles was abandoned by humans and became, and has remained, an open heather moorland on which hundreds of Neolithic tumuli have been preserved. (Ironically, the practice that ruined the land for cultivation made a wilderness whose beauty is now highly valued.) The conversion of Europe to a continent of intensive farmers absorbed the megalith and monument builders, and only in western Britain and Ireland did the old monumental culture continue. But the picture in the west showed significant differences from central Europe.


  Archaeologists now stress the need to see the adoption of agriculture by indigenous hunters and foragers as a series of choices about producing food. These were particularly complex in a region like the Atlantic seaboard. Was it more productive to put out to sea in search of fish, to forage on the shoreline, to place fish traps, to clear forest and sow com, to hunt in the forest for deer and boar, or to acquire domesticated animals? The answers would have been different in different times and places, and would not have inevitably flowed towards the adoption of agriculture. It has also been argued that the adoption of agriculture was disadvantageous for many people. A life of intermittent hunting and rest was exchanged for one of unremitting toil, which enabled more people to live together but benefited only those with power over these larger groups. This was perhaps less true of early western European farmers, who had some control over their own food production within small groups. Nevertheless, as game for hunting became less numerous, the choices available were reduced, and by 5,000 years ago, Europe had become overwhelmingly a food-producing rather than a hunting region.


  Around 4,000 years ago the introduction of bronze smelting made metal-work more common. European metal-workers probably learned the basic technique of combining the copper of the Harz Mountains with the tin of Bohemia from contact with the Near East, but they developed their own highly sophisticated ways of working bronze into daggers, ornamental cups, jewellery and axes, combining beauty and practicality. Great hoards of highly sophisticated bronze and gold objects have been found in spectacular burial sites in central Germany, which remained the heartland of bronze production in Europe for centuries, instigating a trading network that reached across the Continent. Tin and copper ores were imported from Cornwall, north Wales, Ireland, Brittany and Iberia, while bronze objects were traded for amber, furs and leather goods from Scandinavia and the west. The people of central Europe were also trading directly with the eastern Mediterranean.


  The increasing use of intensive agriculture, the spread of bronze and other metallurgy and the opening-up of long-distance trade routes implies a unified culture with a central controlling power. But it seems that small sub-regional groups found that making alliances gave them security, while none of them was strong enough to impose their will on the others. The spread of the ‘beaker’ culture (so called because of the beaker pottery found in graves) across Europe led to an assumption that some form of mass migration, or conquest, took place around 5,000 years ago. But archaeologists now believe that the trading networks of Europe were sufficiently developed to allow the spread of pottery techniques and of exotic new burial practices, and that these were often adopted by elites as a way of distinguishing themselves from the rest of their group. The emergence of wealthy elites is shown in the later Bronze Age by spectacular single burials in Wessex (which had become the crossroads of England), Brittany, Ireland and western Iberia, as well as central Germany.


  By 3,000 years ago Europe had become a mosaic of small settlements. Work revolved around field agriculture – both animals and crops – and workshop crafts, including metalwork. Trading networks were extensive and well established – a ship in the eastern Mediterranean might carry ivory from Africa, amber from the Baltic, glass from Phoenicia, copper from Iberia and tin from Cornwall (brought to the Mediterranean through the river systems of the Loire, Garonne, Rhine and Danube). The links between the Near Eastern and east Mediterranean urban cultures and Europe were still tentative, but the collapse of the Minoan and Mycenean civilizations around 3,300 years ago (see Chapter Two) made the east and west Mediterranean into a complete trading system that was, in its turn, to affect the west of Europe.


  The movement of peoples, cultures and technologies that followed the collapse of Mycenae and the overthrow of the Hittite empire have proved difficult to untangle. There are theories that a mass of people came west from Anatolia, some diverting into the Aegean to build a new Hellenic culture on the ruins of the Mycenean civilization, while others pushed west to found the Celtic culture of central Europe. In the light of what we have already said about the beaker culture, these ideas must be viewed with caution. What we can say is that, from 3,300 years ago, new technologies and cultural practices began to be taken up across a wide area of continental Europe.


  There was a surge in the amount of bronze being produced, while the introduction of the lost wax method allowed exquisite detail (as on the sun chariot found at Trundholm), and disposable clay moulds made the process of casting much easier. Cultivation of wheat and barley was supplemented by peas and lentils, and new crops like broad beans, millet, flax and poppy (used for oil). Honey and yoghurt, as a way of preserving milk, were brought into widespread use. Different groups and regions specialized in different domestic animals – cattle, pigs or goats – and horses became much more common, with bronze and later iron harnesses beginning to be seen as status items.


  The change that is most apparent to archaeologists was the introduction, around 3,300 years ago, of cremation of the dead and the placing of their ashes in urns. This so-called Urnfield culture spread rapidly across Europe, again probably by a mixture of limited migration and cultural diffusion. The late Bronze Age Urnfield culture is closely linked with the apparent emergence of a people, or at any rate a culture, that we have come to know as the Celts. The survival of Celtic culture into recorded history (and of its remnants into our own times) gives us a dramatic link with the prehistoric past, but it now seems likely that the Celts themselves, particularly those in the west, were the descendants and inheritors of an even older culture.


  Celtic history highlights the old problem of migration and diffusion. Did the Celts come west from a ‘heartland’ in the Caucasus, and spread across the whole continent before being pushed into the far west by other migrating groups? Or were certain cultural practices taken up by existing societies? The latter explanation has gained strength in recent years, opening up the fascinating prospect of a settled west European culture and people (albeit one that absorbed a succession of influences) stretching back into the Mesolithic and beyond. Our culture is a historical mixture, but its origins may well lie further back than we have previously thought.


  Around 3,000 to 2,700 years ago the smelting of iron and trade in iron objects became more common throughout Europe – this was the beginning of the Iron Age. Celtic culture and innovation was then firmly established in southern Germany. By 2,450 years ago (the start of a period known as La Tène), the Celts were trading with Greek colonies in the western Mediterranean and with the Etruscans of Italy. Celtic culture spread out from southern Germany and Bohemia, and Celtic art showed the beginnings of its distinctive curved, flowing style. Craftsmen across central Europe and beyond began to show extraordinary skill, innovation and originality in iron-working.


  In the fourth century BC (i.e. 2,400 to 2,300 years ago) there were definite migrations of Celtic communities across the Alps into the Po valley, and east and south into Macedonia and southern Greece; and as far as Asia Minor. At the same time the Celtic culture spread west to the Atlantic seaboard but it seems doubtful that this was also due to migration of Celtic people. The Celts of the west have traditionally been grouped together with those of central Europe on the basis of archaeological finds. But the continuity of local traditions, in Brittany and Britain for example, was much more dominant than the imports of La Tène culture. It seems the Celtic culture of the far west of Europe was a distinct variation on a continental culture and may not even have shared the same language. The Celts of the west are more likely to be descendants of the Atlantic people of Mesolithic and earlier times than of Iron Age incomers; and when we look at Celtic culture we may be seeing elements of customs that originated in the Palaeolithic era.


  Celtic society was essentially agricultural. Early settlements comprised one or more longhouses, each shared by an extended family with their animals, and space for leather- and wood- and metal-working, all under one roof. The longhouse was superseded over time by individual family dwellings with separate buildings for animals and for grain storage and crafts. By the first century BC, there were separate rooms within the houses for cooking and sleeping. Agriculture became more intensive as experience was handed on from one generation to the next. Specialization of labour increased so that individuals and families could trade their goods and services. The population grew as agricultural productivity increased and land began to be divided by formal field boundaries. Villages, where trade and community could thrive, and land could be apportioned by agreement, became more common, and the field systems of Europe became ever more deeply established.


  There were fortified settlements too; some were used as refuges, others as places of permanent residence, while a few may have been reserved for particular elite groups. The hill-forts that appeared across a swathe of north-central and western Europe, including southern Britain and northern France, were mostly abandoned after about 400 BC, though some remained inhabited until the first century BC. A number of sites dating from between 200 and 50 BC have uncovered craft villages where intense and large-scale manufacture of cloth, iron nails, glassware, bone, ceramics, metal brooches and coins took place. But the most impressive Celtic sites are the oppida – large settlements in defensive enclosures. Typically the enclosed area was 20 to 30 hectares, though some range up to 600 hectares and one, at Heidengraben in the Jura, was 1,500 hectares. (As compared, for example, with medieval Paris, which in AD 1210 covered 250 hectares.) Inside, some of the oppida houses were surrounded by their own fences and laid out in streets.


  Celtic culture in continental Europe was severely affected by the Roman conquest and by the adoption of Germanic culture. But in the far west of Europe the Celtic culture (adopted and transformed by the indigenous people) remained intact into the era of written history and even, in some aspects at least, to the present day. Ireland, in particular, retained strong Celtic customs even in its adoption of Christianity. Historical accounts of Irish society therefore tell us something of the prehistoric culture of the west. Society was essentially loosely divided into a hierarchy of social groups, and was bound together by complex networks of kinship. At the top of the hierarchy was the extended family from which the monarchs were chosen. The custom of fostering favoured and talented individuals (also followed among the Roman elite) meant that the ‘royal family’ included many from outside its bloodlines. Allowing fostered children to be candidates for succession, with no rule of primogeniture, was a clever way of ensuring a high quality of leadership. Women were often leaders of households and were sometimes selected as rulers – for example Maeve in Ireland, Cartimandua of the Brigantes and Boudicca of the Iceni. Beneath the monarchs in the social hierarchy were clan leaders, similar in status to the class of druids, bards and skilled craftsmen and artists. Most of the population were commoners – small-scale farmers and craftspeople – often described as ‘freemen’, whose rights and obligations were clearly laid down in customary law.


  Customary laws, which are in effect rules for governing and regulating society, are present in every society, and many European customs are likely to date from the earliest Neolithic times, if not before. In some parts of Europe (particularly Ireland, Wales and England) they have survived as common law, though in others they have been brought into a formal set of constitutional laws. The crucial foundation of these customary laws was that the individual must be seen within the context of society and, more specifically, the intricate network of the extended family. If a crime was committed it was the family (in the broadest sense, the kinship group) that made reparation, and so it was up to the family to guide its own members in obedience to the customary laws, and to mete out punishment to them. The kindred shared rights and responsibilities, paid each other’s fines, had a claim on each other’s inheritance and stood or fell together. Disputes between family groups were generally settled by custom, but when conflict did break out, it was carefully managed, once again according to custom. Two groups of men would face each other across a field; the leaders or champions would come forward, shout abuse at each other, then engage in single combat. At the end the forces would disperse or there might be a general mêlée. This careful choreography kept destructive violence to a minimum, while satisfying the grievances of both parties, and was, as we shall see, quite different from the Greek and Roman method of making war.


  While the vibrant mythology of the western Celts and the legends of their kings survived into the age of literacy, the druidic tradition of secrecy has meant that Celtic rituals and belief systems are difficult to penetrate. Nevertheless we know that belief in the afterlife was strong, while the voyage to the underworld, made through fabulous landscapes and strange adventures, was a major theme of Celtic legend. The content of these legends bears a strong relationship to the fluidity of Celtic art, full of ambiguity and paradox, where animals change shape and form and are interwoven in intricate patterns that elude and confuse the eye. Celtic literature is often taken up with riddles, and people and gods pass between the natural and supernatural worlds with such ease that there seems no barrier between these two spheres. For the Celts the world was an utterly enchanted place.


  The place you went after death was called Tir inna beo, ‘the land of the living’; a paradise where old age and sickness never happened, where music issued from the ground and food and drink appeared in magic vessels. This land was everywhere and anywhere – in the sea, under the ground, in caves, forests and lakes. Celtic gods inhabited places that evoked spiritual experience – groves in sacred woods, hidden lakes, springs, rivers and their sources. Offerings have been recovered from sacred sites at such places as Sequana (the source of the Seine), Llyn Cerrig Bach in Anglesey, the spring at Carrawburgh near Hadrian’s Wall, which was a shrine to the Celtic goddess Coventina, and the well of Segais at the source of the Boyne in Ireland. The Roman writer Strabo relates that great treasures were plundered from sacred sites by the Romans, and Lucan tells that Caesar felled a sacred wood near Marseilles.


  Each Celtic community probably had its own gods, whose attributes were changeable (there are over 400 known names of Celtic gods), and occasionally, one god would stand for everything sacred. Certain animals were sacred, including bulls (sometimes shown with three horns), deer, boars, horses, hares and geese, while human heads figure prominently in Celtic myth and carvings, and held deep spiritual significance. We associate all this with the Celts, but if western Celtic culture is, as it seems, continuous with the Bronze Age and the monumental cultures that preceded it, and thereby with the earliest inhabitants of the west, then these beliefs are the legacy of tens of thousands of years of cultural understanding.


  The Celtic La Tène culture that spread across the west of Europe did not penetrate that strip of coastal territory that today comprises the north Netherlands and Germany, Denmark and Poland. Here the culture of the indigenous people, intricately bound up with their aquatic environment, seemed resistant to outside influence. These were, to later Roman writers, the Germanic people. In 320 BC the Greek traveller Pythaeus, who sailed around the island of Britain, distinguished the ‘Germanoi’ of northern and central Europe from the ‘Keltoi’ of the west, showing that the culture of the former was already superseding the Celts in the heart of the continent. It was the culture of the Germanic people, rather than Celts (or Greeks or Romans), that was to dominate the subsequent history of Europe.


  The western Germanic people included the Angles, Saxons, Franks, Frisians and Alemanni; their language gave rise to English, German and Dutch. An eastern group, which included the Ostrogoths and Visigoths, Vandals and Burgundians, ended up in different parts of western Europe, but their languages have not survived. A northern group were the ancestors of today’s Scandinavian people and their languages. The early history of these peoples is difficult to trace and once again we need to appreciate the complexities of migration and cultural diffusion. It seems that by 300 BC, the Gothic tribes had migrated south to an area stretching from the Danube to the Don – the traditional grazing and hunting lands of nomadic peoples of the east – while the western German people spread southwards into present-day central Germany (the Alemanni) and west into the Low Countries (the Franks).


  Most of our impressions of these German peoples come from the writings of their Roman adversaries – though some, like Tacitus, praised these barbarians in order to make political points about Rome’s own failings. Tacitus wrote Germania in AD 98, when Rome ruled the provinces of Upper and Lower Germania on the west side of the Rhine. He was impressed by the conduct of the regular assemblies: ‘On matters of minor importance only the chiefs debate; on major affairs, the whole community. But even where the commons have the decision, the subject is considered in advance by the chiefs … If a proposal displeases them, the people shout their dissent; if they approve they clash their spears … The Assembly is competent also to hear criminal charges, especially those involving the risk of capital punishment … These same assemblies elect, among other officials, the magistrates who administer justice in the districts and villages.’ Tacitus also approved of traditions of hospitality in Germania: ‘It is accounted a sin to turn any man away from your door. The host welcomes his guest with the best meal that his means allow.’ Julius Caesar noted that German magistrates or headmen allocated land to farmers to work on an annual basis so that there would be no accumulation of wealth, which was seen as a threat to the cohesion of society.


  An insight into Germanic life has emerged from archaeological excavation of a site known as Fedderson Wierde. The remains of a Saxon village that existed from around 50 BC to AD 450, it shows cultivation of oats and rye on seasonally flooded fields, together with manuring and crop rotation. Germanic peoples knew about Roman towns and Celtic oppida, but preferred to live in small villages – settlements of 100 to 500 people with at least one communal meeting place or hall.


  The Germans did not build temples to their gods, believing it would be absurd to contain them within any structure; instead, like the Celts, they held certain woodland groves to be sacred since these were places where the presence of Wodan, leader of the gods, could be most keenly felt. The intricate stories of Germanic and Norse gods, with their incursions into the world of humanity and their changes of form and substance, have survived. Most interestingly, in the light of what came later, these stories are set within an overall drama which begins with the creation of the natural world and ends with Gotterdämmerung or Ragnorak, the twilight of idols, the final battle in which the heroes and gods are slain.


  Later Germanic culture flourished across much of Europe, particularly after the dissolution of the western Roman empire. The Frankish culture of much of western Europe and the Anglo-Saxon culture of England had their roots in Germany, but the transformation of England from a Celtic to a west Saxon culture is a good example of how myth and history became entangled. Generations of schoolchildren have been taught that waves of invaders from Jutland and west Saxony swept into the east and south of Britain as the Romans withdrew. The Celtic inhabitants of the lowlands were then forced back to the far west and north – Cornwall, Wales and Scotland – and England (or Angle-land) was occupied by people who became known as Anglo-Saxons. This story, which is almost entirely untrue, was largely created in the seventh century (i.e. 300 years later) by Bede. It seems likely that Bede’s depiction, in the Ecclesiastical History of England, of a proud pagan people, settling in England and converting to Christianity, was intended to promote the idea of England as a single kingdom. The mass invasion of southern and eastern Britain by Angles and Saxons never took place, and there is some doubt about whether the Anglo-Saxon inhabitants of Britain ever existed. Villages from the British Anglo-Saxon period have been discovered on sites dating back to the Bronze Age – for example at West Heslerton in Yorkshire and at Lakenheath and West Stow in Suffolk – showing a continuation of custom, rather than a radical change. The Anglo-Saxon cemetery at West Heslerton was placed among Bronze Age burial mounds, and more than 80 per cent of the 200 human remains discovered were of people of Celtic, or old British, ancestry – and none suffered violent deaths or major injuries. This seems to have been a peaceful, stable community of around 100 people making a reasonably good living off the surrounding lands.


  It had been thought that the incomers to Britain were attracted to ancient rather than Roman sites, but there is good evidence for continuous settlement of these sites right through the Roman occupation and withdrawal. Archaeologists now believe that the people of southern Britain retained the structure of their society through the Roman occupation and, from the fifth century onwards, adopted the culture of a relatively small number of Germanic incomers and migrants. The result was a combination of British and Germanic cultures – the resulting language, for instance, was Germanic in vocabulary, but Celtic in construction. The same process may have happened in the area of the Low Countries and northern France where the Franks, an originally west Germanic people, spread across the old Celtic lands of Gaul.


  Perhaps the most important physical aspect of these non-literate western European cultures, and one that is easily overlooked by modern land-bound humans, is their intimate relationship with water. When you look at a map of western Europe try, instead of focusing on the land, to see the spaces in between. For the people of the west, the sea, rivers and lakes were their highways, the beaches, shoals and pools their food sources. Coastlines, river mouths and estuaries were seen from boats, not from clifftops or river banks.


  The western people were highly skilled workers of wood, constructing buildings as weatherproof as any Roman villa, and boats whose design has never been bettered. Finds of buried ships, for example at Nydam in south Denmark, dating from 320 BC, have shown designs as well developed and executed as the Viking boats of a thousand years later. The famous ship buried at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk could have reached river settlements like York, or the south coast of England, within a day or so, and the French coast within two days. Roman roads are famous relics of European history, but for the indigenous people, both before and after the Roman occupation, they were a vastly inferior alternative to the Rhine, Maas, Scheldt, Seine, Loire, Garonne, Rhône, Douro, Tagus, Guadalquivir, Thames, Trent, Humber and a thousand smaller rivers, together with the coastal waters of the Baltic and North seas and the Atlantic.


  The great ship burials, including Sutton Hoo, which contained more than 250 pieces of jewellery showing extraordinary craftsmanship, dating from about AD 625, show the centrality of the sea. The jewellery at Sutton Hoo displays the same shifting of shapes seen in Celtic art and Saxon brooches, jewellery and carvings and in illuminated manuscripts – the Lindisfarne gospels (inscribed about a century after the last Sutton Hoo burial) are a combination of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon imagery overlaid on a Latin Christian text. Beowulf, the best-known relic of Anglo-Saxon oral culture, has direct resonance with Sutton Hoo, since it begins with the funeral in which a king’s body is set adrift in a ship piled with treasure, and ends with the burial of Beowulf’s ashes on a headland overlooking the sea. These were seafaring people, linked by thousands of years of culture that pre-dated and survived the incursions of Rome.


  Archaeology and anthropology (the study of humanity as a species) became serious disciplines in the late nineteenth century, a time when Europeans believed utterly in the progress of humankind, with themselves and their society at its leading edge. The history of humanity was fitted into a mindset where distance from western Europe matched distance in historical time, so that people in Tasmania, southern Africa, Alaska and Patagonia were remnants of the early days of humanity, and were the equivalent of the earliest Europeans. Progress could be traced on a map, as well as through time. In the early twentieth century, scientific illustrators invented the visual image of the cave man, complete with wooden club and fur loincloth (neither of which had or have ever been discovered by archaeologists). The archaeological divisions of the period were originally based on finds of tools, and so technological improvements became an obvious guide to the overall improvement, or progress, of early Europeans over time. It has taken painstaking work by thousands of archaeologists and anthropologists to overturn this simple fiction and present a more complex, nuanced and, it must be said, interesting view of our early history.


  Contrasting European habitats enabled hunter-foragers to adapt to changing conditions. It has become clear that the systems of settlements of the early hominid, Neanderthal and Palaeolithic peoples was infinitely more complex than was thought as recently as 50 years ago. The range of environments that early Europeans inhabited has severely undermined the notion of technological progress; instead, archaeologists believe, we should think about differing peoples adapting themselves to changing environmental and social conditions. They look for evidence of survival behaviour by studying variations in the materials that have been preserved. One group of people adapted in quite different ways from another, not because they were backward but because their situation made different demands. This becomes clear when we study the same groups of people operating under varying conditions – mobile groups operating in different climatic regions used different ‘tool-kits’ for different tasks in different places. It is now apparent that you cannot date an artefact by its appearance, nor the ‘advancement’ of a group by the nature of its tools; a realization that makes technological progress through time a questionable concept.


  Changes in social arrangements and types of artefacts have also been traditionally viewed as evidence of progress. But here too the evidence points to a complex series of variations and an unintended rather than a progressive improvement. The hunters of Europe realized they might have an easier time if they settled on the migration routes of the animals they hunted. But the consequent reliance on a single species and on a consistent migration pattern was potentially catastrophic if the single food source failed – particularly with a large settlement to support. This danger did not exist for smaller hunter-forager groups. Large, sedentary settlements also brought increased risk of disease – an unintentional trade-off between a life of healthy, but physically tough, continual movement and one that was less strenuous but with more risk of sudden food shortage and disease. Notions of territory to defend and attack become stronger too in settled rather than migratory communities.


  The art produced by early Europeans also challenges our notions of linear progress. Is the naturalistic art of the Upper Paleolithic period more sophisticated, or somehow better, than the symbolic art of the later Mesolithic? Was the introduction of vibrancy and movement made at the expense of realism, and if so does this present a step forward, or back? These questions show that a much more fruitful relationship with the past (including the history of art) awaits us, so long as we are prepared to abandon the notions of progression that we have always been taught.


  This chapter has pushed on from the hunter-foragers, the megalith builders and the farmers of the west, into and past the Roman conquest. What these people have in common is their lack of a written language and, as seems more and more likely, the existence of a continuous history. This continuity is obscured by the ways in which the people of the west absorbed and adapted and originated a huge range of cultural changes. These seem so extraordinary that we have long believed they must have been caused by migration or conquest, or at the instigation of some more advanced group of outsiders. But recent interpretations emphasize continuity and change, rather than interruption and progress. A western culture, diverse and ever-changing, existed in prehistory and survived into historical times.


  When we mention the lack of a written language in this culture we are making one of the most significant yet unnoticed value judgements of history. The arrival of alphabetic writing has had an enormous impact on every aspect of western life. This is something I will look at in the next chapter, but it is worth considering the loss entailed when an oral culture disappears. The art of verbal story-telling is only one small aspect of this. The communal, local, interpersonal, instinctive, extemporary and impressionistic aspects of life become degraded in favour of the individual, distanced, considered and well ordered. Customary laws give way to written rules, experience to abstraction. The tension between these two ways of living has, as we shall see, become a central aspect of western life.


  The story of the people of western Europe who lie outside written history gives us some interesting insights into the practice of history itself. Our tendency to mould the past into a comforting prelude to the present is most obvious when the past is so little known. An enthusiasm for archaeology, combined with a few chronicles and histories of doubtful value, enabled our predecessors to make a plausible story. The people of the west and north did not write documents, their monuments are inconvenient for putting in museums and remain mysterious to our modern minds. Our forefathers first placed them outside serious history and then romanticized them into an alternative culture to the European mainstream. The primitive Stone Age cave man, the wise druid, the advanced farmer, the ignorant pagan, together with stories of invasions and migrations (so easily inscribed on maps with a single stroke of the pen), were all in their different ways designed to dovetail into a particular vision of the world. But history is not simply guided by the political ideology of the time in which it is conceived; it is always a radical simplification of the past – and the 30,000 years of European prehistory are particularly vulnerable to our need to categorize, shape, conceptualize and explain. The absence of any individual voice, or name, or human face makes our ancestors seem like anonymous members of a sub-species, simply living out its destiny under the forces of history. But the adaptation of early Europeans to the dramatically changing environmental and social landscape should show us, not that this is some simply understood inevitable zoological process, but, conversely, that the multitude of choices involved in such adaptations are complex, contradictory, unconscious and blind, and their consequences unknowable and unforeseen.


  When we analyse the past we smooth out complexity. The prehistoric past is divided into periods that give us a mental model but risk providing explanation instead of understanding. The technological development from Stone to Bronze to Iron Age looks like inevitable progress; the change from individual to communal and back to individual burial seems to indicate a changing relationship to land and property; the presence of common artefacts across the Continent shows a shared culture, maybe brought by migration; an ancient document, even if written centuries later, is a useful guide to historical events. Archaeologists and historians have learned to be wary of all these things, and to emphasize complexity and contingency. But we should be aware that new techniques and new evidence are, and always will be, just as vulnerable to categorization as was the Stone Age cave man of the nineteenth century. For all our technical ingenuity we will never be able to explain the building of such awe-inspiring structures as Maes Howe or Newgrange or Callanish or Stonehenge or Silbury Hill, and any understanding we have will always be based on our current view of the world. But what then should we ‘do’ with these remnants of the past; what use are they, what impact or influence can they have on our lives? Perhaps we derive most from these giants of human creation when we forget their place in some grand scheme, and simply look on them in a spirit of humility.


  The past is a place of discovery, but it is also a setting for the stories we tell. Our desire for narrative and development and completion provides us with a past that, while often complex and contradictory, must be made ultimately comprehensible. As, through new techniques and discoveries, the prehistoric past becomes part of our history, it also becomes part of our civilization, linking itself to the present through geography, culture and connection to the natural world. But here is the paradox that history always presents – are we giving order to a past that, in reality, had none? Are we looking to the past for reassurance in the present; is belief that the world will unfold before us in an orderly fashion more comforting than the reality that we are faced with an unforeseeable future?
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