











Exposition

God, as reflected through history’s greatest composer, inspired
possibly the greatest instrumentalist. Being a true disciple of Bach,
Glenn Gould always evaded answers to interviewers’ questions
about piano technique. I have never been interested in the piano
as such, the great pianist would say (slightly tongue in cheek),
much to his listeners’ consternation. Modmen, after all, have
reverted to Hellenic formalism — but without the Hellenic ability
to make the form divinely beautiful. ‘How’ again has become
more important than ‘what’, but this time with neither succeeding.

One can observe how, after Bach, vocal music becomes more
and more trivialized. For example, it is partly because of his use of
a vocal element that the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony
never quite succeeds in being entirely convincing. Powerful vocal
pieces by Schubert, Brahms, Mahler and perhaps a few others
were offset by a massive outpouring of operatic, and increasingly
more operettic, banality so popular with the neonatal Modmen.
Opera in general and Italian opera in particular is closer to
operetta than to serious music. It is more in the nature of music’s PR
department than of music itself. Even though we may want to
exempt bits and pieces of Mozart’s and Wagner’s operas from this
observation, deep down it is hard to argue either with Gould, who
believed that Mozart’s affection for opera was a millstone around
his musical neck, or with the wit who described Wagner as ‘the
Puccini of music’.

Music already possesses enough drama of its own not to have
to rely on the verbal drama of a libretto. The dramatic potential
of the spirit is better revealed in the slow movement of Mozart’s
Piano Concerto, K488, than in all his operas combined. If we
accept this, then words — when they are more than just sounds —
subtract from music rather than add anything to it. As if to
emphasize the incompatibility of the two genres, great vocal pieces
seldom use great poetry.* Schubert’s Winterreise, perhaps the
greatest vocal cycle this side of Bach’s Passions, remains music of

* Bach used the Gospels, but then normal rules cannot be applied to him.
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genius even if one does not understand the German words. But
any attempt to read Miller’s cheesy verses without the music is
likely to disappoint. Conversely, whenever Schubert uses Goethe’s
poems, the results are not always so sublime. Likewise, Tchai-
kovsky’s extensive use of Pushkin’s words often has the effect of
drowning superb poetry in banal music. Interestingly, whenever
someone tried to draw Liszt into an argument about Wagner, he
would simply sit down at the piano and play his arrangements of
Wagner’s music. However, he did not sing along as he played.

Spengler argued that all modern music came out of the first
chord of Tristan, the formal part of modern music at any rate,
and one can see his point. But seeing the point does not neces-
sarily mean agreeing with it. For Wagner, with his larger than life
Modman personality and ability to shock with both musical and
extramusical statements, started a fashion that was still going
strong at Spengler’s time. And fashion tends to throw a fog
around things, thus sometimes making them appear bigger than
they are. Subsequent writers on musical matters, such as Rosen,
have been able to see Wagner with more detachment. Now he
tends to be regarded not so much as the starting point as a stage
along the way. His own indebtedness to composers such as
Chopin and - specifically in that Tristan chord — Liszt has been
noted, as was his insignificant influence on such giants of the
twentieth century as Prokofiev and Bartok.

Wagner’s music was modern, which is not in these pages a term
of praise. Modern means, among other things, politicized, for
Modmen think that most things, from the food we eat to the
transportation we use, from the books we read to the type of fuel
we favour, have a political dimension. Science, for example, has
been seen largely as an extension of politics for at least a century
and a half, with such celebrated figures as Darwin and Einstein
adding much impetus to this trend. Characteristically, Bertrand
Russell would apply political metaphors to science: ‘In Newton’s
theory of the solar system,” he wrote, ‘the sun seems like a
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monarch whose behests the planets have to obey. In Einstein’s
world there is more individualism and less government than in
Newton’s.” Wagner was an early proponent of pagan ideas com-
municated by musical means. So, even without reading much of
his philosophy, one could deduce what it was simply by listening
not only to Wagner’s operas but to his instrumental music as well.
Wagner was aware of this and did not mind it at all. Tellingly, he
described himself as a dramatist first and a musician a distant
second, something that Mozart, much as he loved opera, would
never have said about himself. Therefore, while Mozart’s extra-
musical views, interesting though they are, can be dismissed as
irrelevant, Wagner’s cannot be. There is undeniably more (or less,
depending on one’s point of view) to Wagner’s music than music,
and certainly more than an attempt to show how far tonality can
be bent without breaking. Good or bad, its provenance in Western
culture is more debatable than its technical links with the music
before and after. Jumping backwards, Wagner leapfrogged West-
ern culture, landing in the middle of Germany’s pagan past.* This
could not go unpunished musically, as it did not go unpunished
philosophically. In our search for formative influences in Western
music, we could do better looking to Bach than to Wagner.
Unshackled by Bach, instrumental music soared and, thanks to
the height of the peak he had scaled, took longer than any other
art to come down to earth. Great music was written throughout
the nineteenth century, and even the first half of the twentieth
produced composers of genius. Apart from Austria, these mostly
came from Russia and Eastern Europe where musical development
was retarded, and a lot of lost ground had to be gained. However,
the fact that Prokofiev and Shostakovich were savagely persecuted
in one core modern country (Russia) and Bartok almost starved to
death in the other (the USA) is a useful illustration of the low

* “No true German can be a Christian,” according to General Ludendorff,
who was attuned to the latent paganism of his contemporaneous Germany
of the early twentieth century.

51



How the West was Lost

esteem in which Modmen hold spiritual elevation. Having said
that, Prokofiev and Shostakovich may have died before their time
because of inhuman political stress, but at least they did not perish
scratching a frozen garbage heap in search of food like Mandel-
stam; dangling off a hook like Tsvetayeva; of hunger like
Rozanov; or from a Cheka bullet like Gumilyov, Babel, Pilniak
and many others. Being more esoteric than literature, music finds
it easier to protest its innocence. Interestingly, it is hard to think
offhand of a single great composer who died a violent death. This
is not coincidental: music is too closely linked with things that are
not of this world to be subject to the same worldly tendencies. For
a related reason, music managed to survive for a while the demise
of faith and the attendant subsidence in the foundations of
culture. Since the divine message of instrumental music is sug-
gested rather than articulated, it reaches only the few remaining
Westmen, and they are unlikely to take umbrage. Music can thus
hide behind the camouflage of secular entertainment at a time
when any overt link with God would assign it to the same bin into
which all other uncool things are discarded. But truth to tell,
music can be either secular or great, but never both. Whatever its

manifest intent, great music ineluctably follows the path charted
by Bach.

MODERN CIVILIZATION AGAINST WESTERN CULTURE

Westman culture demanded a civilization in which it could thrive.
Civilization is the opposite of militarization not just linguistically but
also in essence. It is a method of running civic affairs without any
group having to resort to arbitrary force. All lasting human societies
need some semblance of civilization, and they generally end up
acquiring one, if not without at first having to overcome certain diffi-
culties and to dispose of some bloody-minded elements. In creating
his civilization, however, Westman ran into the kind of difficulties
that were inherently his. By their very nature his culture and the
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civilization derived from it were like two electrodes. Sparks were
bound to fly where they abutted. The danger of a brush fire was
always there.

While Western culture thrives on esoteric exclusivity, a civiliz-
ation cannot last unless it includes all, or at least most, members
of society. Some may drive it, some may sleep in the back seat, but
they all must be inside. Consequently, since culture is — uniquely —
the engine of Westman civilization, the two have to be equally
gregarious to stay in sync, as culture’s exclusivity can reduce those
excluded to the role of resentful pariahs seeking revenge. Since
Western culture cannot help being exclusive, and Western civiliz-
ation being the opposite of that, the two are a contradiction in
more than just terms.

Because Westman civilization had no option but to reflect
culture faithfully, this civilization more or less had to mirror the
culture’s pattern of disfranchisement. Unfortunately, culture’s
meat is civilization’s poison and vice versa. Carrying Western
culture to the masses was impossible as this was bound to corrupt
both, something that even most of the political egalitarians
realized back in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Keeping
the two separate was the only way. But since the masses are by
definition more numerous, their exclusion could be sustained only
by concentrating political, financial and military power in the
same few hands that moulded culture. This amounts to a working
definition of an aristocratic society, which — whatever we may
think of its fairness — was the only social arrangement able to
provide the fertile soil in which Westman culture could grow and,
consequently, Westman could live.

An aristocratic civilization is indeed a prerequisite for Western
culture. However, this observation must be qualified as aris-
tocracy never has been undiluted. No political arrangement can
exist in its pure form without degenerating into something
unsavoury. Following Aristotle, Machiavelli argued in his
Discourses that, when their purity is intransigently maintained, a
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principality turns into a tyranny, an aristocracy into an oligarchy
and a democracy into anarchy. For a political arrangement to last,
and for liberty to thrive, a state must combine the elements of all
three known forms of government. That is why the synthetic
constitution of Lycurgus in Sparta lasted longer than the purely
democratic constitution of Solon in Athens. A division of power,
in which none of the estates feels the need to usurp the total
power, is thus a proven guarantor of social longevity.

But it does not guarantee the longevity of culture, something
Machiavelli forgot to mention. Though he gave us many political
insights, he suffered from the disadvantage of never having met
Modman. In Machiavelli’s time, a just political system could
promote lasting cooperation among the estates, for they were all
united in their desire to make the system work. The aristocracy
led the way, but none of the estates felt collective enmity towards
another until the balance was upset, making one of the estates feel
hard done by. But Modman, born some three centuries after the
Florentine, is a unique historical type. Dislike of estates other than
his own is not something Modman developed as a result of a
provocation but something he was born with, indeed the force
behind his birth. Modman is programmed to negate every other
culture and human type. Therefore, a constitutional balance can
only go so far in our times. In such a balance, while Westmen
would keep their end of the bargain, Modmen would constantly
seek a strategic advantage. Thus, the English constitution, which
came closer than any other to the Aristotelian and Machiavellian
ideal of political balance, was doomed the moment Modman
made his entry. The democratic part of the triad was becoming
disproportionately strong as Modmen correctly singled it out as
one they could own. The power of the aristocracy was waning
pari passu, with culture following suit.

This is not to say it was primarily aristocrats who created West-
ern culture. Nearer the truth would be an observation that the
hierarchical structure of Western society made both a functional
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aristocracy and a creative elite possible. Sensing this, the latter did
not mind paying obsequious tribute to the former. Looking
backwards from the vantage point of modernity, we may think
that, say, Bach must have felt humiliated by having to write self-
deprecating letters to Teutonic chieftains whose names mean
nothing to us now. He probably did not. On the contrary, he was
affirming the natural order of things, the only one under which
the St Matthew Passion could have been created. Bach’s letters
were more self-asserting than they were self-effacing.

‘In the deepest devotion,” writes Bach, ‘I lay before your Kingly
Majesty the accompanying trifling work, proof of the science I
have attained in music, with the very humble petition that you
will graciously regard it not according to the poorness of the
composition, but according to your world-renowned clemency.’
Considering that the ‘trifling work’ in question was the B Minor
Mass, we today find it hard not to cringe at either Bach’s
obsequiousness or the social conditions that made it necessary.
However, we ought to remind ourselves that our own, supposedly
more advanced, social conditions have so far failed to produce
anything approaching such an achievement. Egalitarian democ-
racy is more likely to deliver itself of something like Jesus Christ
Superstar.

Quite apart from any spiritual considerations, one reason for
this is the way culture is financed. However much some may
deplore this, true Westman culture is created for few by fewer.
Consequently, it cannot be sustained by box-office receipts. If it is,
culture has to possess more mass appeal than it can afford to have
without selling its soul to the highest bidder, who inevitably turns
out to be the devil. In this sense, culture is like a commercial
product: the higher the volume, the cheaper it gets. Today’s
classical music scene is a prime example of a Faustian transaction.
Record companies are cutting back on classical recordings, a
development only partly masked by an abundance of ‘easy
listening’ releases of things like Eine Kleine Nachtmusik arranged
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for electric instruments, which also fall into the rubric of classical
music. The situation is every bit as dire as described by the
influential critic Norman Lebrecht in his book Who Killed
Classical Music? ‘Ticket sales have tumbled, record revenue has
shrivelled, major players have lost their independence, state and
business funds have dried up and artists who might formerly have
looked forward to an independent career have gone begging for
wage packets in the ranks of orchestras, themselves threatened
with extinction.” Add to this the preponderance of baroque
orchestras playing their original instruments with the opposite of
originality, and finally consider the domination of the concert
scene by jet-lagged, mass-produced, mechanically proficient auto-
matons, and it becomes clear what kind of trouble we are in. Even
a mere half a century ago, such soulless musicianship would have
been met by stony silence punctuated by a few perfunctory claps.
Today it elicits hysterical ovations whose decibel level is
unaffected by, for example, the player having an off day, with
even his technique not working properly.

But let us not be beastly to today’s audiences. Instead, let us go
down on our knees and worship them. For these are the last
audiences ever. The history of classical music, the quintessence of
Western culture, is at an end. This is not doom saying, but merely
an observation. To make it, we need to see the percentage of
children at a typical classical concert in the West. That percentage,
in round numbers, is nought. Without using focus-group research,
one can, more reliably, resort to an empirical observation of the
age breakdown at any recital: old and middle-aged people about
50 per cent, those in their thirties and forties 30 per cent,
musicians and music students 20 per cent, children next to zero.
This observation is amply supported by statistics. For example, a
comprehensive study by the US National Endowment for Arts
shows that for those born between 1946 and 1965 attendance at
classical concerts was significantly lower than for older gener-
ations. And the next younger generation attended such concerts
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even less frequently than the ‘baby boomers’. Moreover, their
attendance did not increase as they grew older.

Naturally, most concert goers acquire the habit early in life,
having been dragged kicking and screaming away from footie and
into concert halls by parents with Western cultural ambitions.
That is why, even one paltry generation ago, children were amply
represented in any concert hall. Most grown-ups one sees in the
halls today are the erstwhile babes who gradually stopped kicking
and screaming and started listening. Since most music lovers begin
to love music as children, and since children these days demon-
strably do not love music, few are going to flock to Wigmore Hall
or Salle Pleyel when the old people depart for that great Green
Room in the sky. So next time we find ourselves at a concert
sitting next to a mature gentleman who is about to clap between
sonata movements, let us shake his hand. As a practical measure,
this will save him from embarrassment. As a gesture, it will be our
way of saying goodbye to moribund grandeur.

The whole scene is a reminder of the kind of culture a box
office can finance. When it comes to opera and ballet, it cannot
finance even that — witness the plight of London’s Covent Garden
that at the time of this writing is unable to make ends meet even
with lavish infusions of public money and ticket prices reaching
£200 or more. Literature is another example. While the
aristocratic time of Elizabeth I produced many forgotten and
forgettable writers, it also gave us Shakespeare, Marlowe and
Sidney, something the modern time of Elizabeth II has so far failed
to deliver, as if trying to prove that great literature cannot be
written for the express purpose of making millions. Given the
inadequacy of the free-market option, aristocratic patronage is the
only answer. This can be direct, as in the case of Bach, Haydn or
Mozart, or indirect, as in the case of Alexandr Pushkin. Coming
from an impoverished aristocratic family, the poet financed a
lavish lifestyle by the sales of his books, thus becoming the first
professional writer in Russia. Yet not one of Pushkin’s books ever
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sold more than 500 copies in his lifetime. A simple calculation will
show that in today’s terms the books must have been priced at an
equivalent of at least £500 each for his royalties to amount to a
serious income. Each sale thus represented not a free-market
transaction but veiled patronage, in the same sense in which the
price of admission to a £1000 dinner has little to do with the cost
of the food. This is yet another demonstration of the benefit West-
man culture derives from an aristocratic society in which those who
are capable of appreciating real culture also happen to be by and
large the same people who can afford to pay for it.

That is why, for Westman to survive, it is not enough to have a
cultured elite — this elite must be able to finance culture. The elite
also has to have plenty of leisure time on its hands, for successful
patronage relies on this commodity as much as on money. To remain
rich and idle at the same time, the elite has to have the political
power to keep the internal barbarian at bay, and the military
power to bring to bear should he ever get out of hand. All this
adds up to a sketchy but usable description of aristocratic society.

Of course, rationally speaking, there is nothing wrong with
aristocracy. The noblemen of the past often showed a greater
ability, or at least willingness, to act in society’s interests than do
the bureaucratic democrats of today. However, we are not always,
and never merely, rational. We are as likely, more so if you take
the Christian view, to act out of instinctive envy and spite as out
of forgiveness and humility. Evil pours naturally out of us but we
need to make an effort to bring good out, which is why hatred is
more common than love. By the same token, remaining in a state
of internal barbarism was the easy option for most people. The
opposite of that would have required a life-long effort, which alone
could buy access to Westman culture for someone who did not
imbibe it from birth. Although this difficult option was always
available even in the most exclusive of times, the social return for
such Herculean labour always was uncertain. That is why it
usually was undertaken only by those for whom ascending to
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Western culture was a labour of love: people who would catch a
glimpse of the West across a castle moat or hear an echo of it
through a concert-hall door. Those chosen few would be moved
enough to want to belong, a desire springing not from hubris but
from a latent spiritual need. Alas, no generation has ever been
able to boast more than a handful of such people. Today, now
Westman has been routed and his values are regarded as risibly
obsolete, it would not be an exaggeration to say that few are
making a serious effort to become culturally Western. Social
pressure these days is vectored downwards, not upwards.

As the individual became more sovereign in religious matters,
especially with the advent of the Reformation, an increasing
number of individuals became dissatisfied with secular exclusion.
They were no longer happy to accept on faith that the aristocrats
were acting in their interests. They wanted to uphold their own
interests, and those had to be strictly materialistic, what with
metaphysical culture being off-limits for most. The people were
becoming restless, and sooner or later their greater numbers
would tell. Thus, the coexistence of Westman culture and civil-
ization was never destined to remain peaceful for ever. The
potential for conflict was there from the start as the aristocracy
could protect its cultural domain only by relying on coercion,
thereby militarizing its civilization. This contradiction was more
than just an oxymoron. It was the guillotine waiting to happen.

By contrast, Hellenic man knew no contradiction between
culture and civilization. The two were roughly coextensive, cover-
ing more or less the same groups of people. The nature of Hellenic
culture was such that it held few secrets. All Athenian Greeks
were equally able to admire a statue, even if they were not equally
capable of appreciating the fine technical points. Aristophanes’s
satires or Euripides’s tragedies seemed neither enigmatic nor
irrelevant to any Athenian citizen of average intelligence. Hellenic
artistic creations often were breathtakingly beautiful and devil-
ishly clever, but both their beauty and cleverness lay not far
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beneath the surface. To Westmen this does not necessarily appear
to be so. Many have felt that the beauty of, say, the Acropolis is
divine in origin, appealing directly to the Western God within us.
However, the Acropolis did not have such an effect on the good
citizens of Athens who to the last had an Olympus full of gods
busily copulating with women. And those gods, even when on the
verge of being reduced to a single God, did not have a direct
spiritual link with the people. So Westmen must be looking at
Hellenic beauty through the prism of their own notions. This is
why a good grain of salt is a useful accompaniment to any art
course in which the Renaissance, neo-classicism, or any other
Western trend is depicted as a direct borrowing from the Hellenic
world. Western artists and architects took from Hellenic man
what they needed so as to be Western at the time — and ignored
the rest. Donatello and Michelangelo did not give sightless eyes to
their sculptures; as far as Palladio was concerned the Tonic column
might never have existed; Raphael may have used advanced
technique to humanize his Sistine Madonna along neo-classicist
lines, but she still remained his vision of the Western mother of
Christ.

COMETH THE NEW MAN

Since the religion of Hellenic man did not exclude anyone, neither
his civilization nor his culture could fail to be all-inclusive.
Whatever distinctions of class, learning or intelligence existed
among Hellenic men paled into insignificance when compared
with the parity inherent in citizenship. Outlanders were a different
matter; they were barbarians, those from the vast elsewhere
beyond the polis. That is precisely what the term meant; it was
more descriptive than pejorative. But all citizens of a polis could
be presumed to have a cultural commonality, and their views were
expected to be compatible, if not necessarily the same. As long as
they remained loyal citizens, they could hold any opinions they
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chose or pray to any Gods they fancied — society did not feel in
the least threatened. There was, however, an important proviso,
as Socrates and some others had to find out the hard way.

Diversity was tolerated, indeed encouraged, as long as it stayed
within a broad but by no means endless band. In that respect
Hellenic society resembled a pack of wolves. Wolves can treat
other species with violence but they never attack other wolves.
Fights among them are ceremonial, lacking the sanguinary outcome
one normally expects in a battle between men. However, the
situation changes instantly when one of them contracts a con-
tagious disease that threatens the whole pack. The pack then
unites against the carrier and dispatches it to kingdom come.

By asserting the supremacy of the individual over the mob, the
proto-Westman Socrates and his disciple Alcibiades suffered a
similar fate. The mob felt threatened, and rightly so. Westmen,
wittingly or unwittingly, are hostile to both Hellenic and Modman
values, however hard they profess to be reviving the former or
upholding the latter. Socrates, the first and surely best-known
victim of democracy, drank his hemlock while Alcibiades had to
run for his life from Athens to an ostensibly less tolerant Sparta.
Socrates’s more famous disciple Aristotle also had to flee Athens
one step ahead of the hemlock cup. But such niggling irritations
apart, Hellenic society, like a pack of wolves, had to fear the
threat of extinction only from outsiders. No internal threat was
present, or certainly none that those Hellenic men could not
stamp out faster than they could say hemlock. The only internal
danger, one that eventually brought Hellenic man down, was
ageing accompanied by the slackening of will and erosion of the
resolve needed to resist an outside threat. But the threat did come
from the outside.

Not so the threat to Westman. His culture was such that most
citizens of his own ‘polis’ were automatically cast in the role of
internal barbarians. Westman’s Attilas and Alarics were just as
much out to get him as the nemesis of Hellenic man, but they were
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wrapped in an equivalent of togas rather than animal skins. That
is why their hostility was more difficult to detect, although
ultimately as impossible to resist.

Western religion, in its pre-Reformation shape, was esoteric as
well. Its universality was owed to the emotional power of its
message to the world; reason was excommunicated. The Neo-
Platonist and Aristotelian infusions of the Middle Ages partly
rehabilitated reason, but that affected an average Christian only
indirectly, through subtle changes in liturgical rhetoric. The
Scripture was inaccessible to most Christians, if for no other than
linguistic reasons, what with the teaching of Hebrew, Greek and
Latin being controlled by the very priests who had a vested
interest in particularism. A moat was dug around the clerical
estate with its secrets, and trespassers were prosecuted with
relentless firmness. Although vernacular Gospels had circulated in
tiny numbers before, a serious attempt to produce and disseminate
a vernacular Bible was a burning offence in England as recently as
the sixteenth century. This should emphasize that the Church had
no intention of engaging people’s minds and removing its own
mediation between man and God. In view of later events, this
reluctance was nothing short of prescient.

Reason is an inadequate tool to apply to the mystery of God.
That even Aquinas ultimately failed in his attempt to reconcile
reason with faith testifies to the parallel but never quite
intersecting nature of the two planes. Perhaps some revision is in
order of the role played by the pagan infusions Christianity
received in the thirteenth century courtesy of St Thomas and
others. Later we shall approach this from another angle; for now
let us acknowledge that in the Middle Ages Plato and especially
Aristotle, using Aquinas as an axe, carved a niche for themselves
in the history of Western thought. Had they remained in the
niche, Westman would possibly have died in infancy or else
developed into a species not even remotely resembling Westman as
we know him. But that species might have ended up being less
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self-destructive than Westman, more resilient spiritually in the
face of the barbarian threat.

St Anselm’s ontological argument and Aquinas’s similar five
‘ways’, his attempt to prove God’s existence by applying sequen-
tial Aristotelian logic, are examples of reason impressive in itself
but misapplied, like a square of chocolate dipped into a glass of
Meursault to ruin both. The two were best kept separate, and then
perhaps fewer people today would believe that reason and faith
are enemies. For all the grandeur of St Thomas, one can argue
that his has not been an unequivocally positive influence, and
neither is it certain that Hellenic thought in general ought to have
any other than antiquarian value for Westmen. Hellenic creativity
is a different matter altogether, and later chapters will argue that
the greatest achievement of the Middle Ages was to reconcile this
creativity with Judaeo—Christian monotheism, thus opening the
floodgates of Western culture. While St Thomas’s inchoate
rationalism may have widened, or perhaps even created, the
invisible cracks in the religious foundations of Western culture,
this is offset — in some minds at any rate — by his very visible
contribution to the culture itself. That Aquinas’s influence was at
the same time life-giving and destructive is a paradox, but then the
history of Westman is full of them.

Any sociocultural type is a biological organism going through
the same phases as any other: birth, infancy, childhood, adoles-
cence, maturity, middle age, old age and then death. If so, then
Westman would have died sooner or later anyway, even if St
Thomas had not pushed the button for a six-century life cycle.
Without him, however, they would not have been such glorious
six centuries. Aquinas may have given Westman a way of trading
a little longevity for a lot of intensity, and if we acknowledge this,
then our assessment of St Thomas should depend on the relative
importance we attach to these two aspects of human life. In a
way, Aquinas demystified God by shortening the distance between
the ineffable and the perceivable. Thanks largely to him, Westmen

63



How the West was Lost

were encouraged in their efforts to find God through daily
spiritual toil. The toil gave us the glory that is Western culture.
But in the end it may have cost Western God his life, in the
Nietzschean sense.

Because of the contribution made by scholastic thinkers in
general and Aquinas in particular, Chesterton regards the
thirteenth century as more pivotal than even the eighteenth. On
his own, unflinchingly Catholic, terms he is right: it is hard to
deny that as a result of the thirteenth century culture assumed its
central role in the history of the West and went on to blossom
into testimony to the greatness of Westman. On the other hand,
we must not forget that the thirteenth century also was an
admission of failure. It is religion and not culture that ideally
should lead the way. Culture gravitates towards the humanistic
middle ground, away from the extremes at which man looks for
either God or the devil. Culture may symbolize these extremes or
even reflect them credibly (witness Bach). But it never quite
overlaps with them. Religion in general, and certainly Westman’s
religion, is both ontological and eschatological. Culture is neither.
Unlike religion, culture demands a cocoon of civilization, for
without it culture cannot survive. On the other hand, Westman’s
creed not only does not have a burning need for civilization but is
doctrinally contemptuous of it as civilization is all about making
life on earth more palatable. Religion, however, codifies a
kingdom that is not of this world. The post-Thomistic prominence
of culture and civilization thus equates a failure of religion. Had
Christianity been able to satisfy the cravings of Westman’s spirit
by itself, culture would have been superfluous — there would have
been no vacuum to fill. We do not know if Aquinas realized this
at the time but, titan that he was, he possibly did. If so, we should
admire him for admitting defeat but negotiating passable terms of
surrender.

St Francis also borrowed some aspects of Aristotle, striking an
unwitting blow from which Westman never quite recovered. It
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was logical for the pagan Aristotle to believe that plants and
animals also had both a physical and metaphysical aspect.
Monistic unity of man and nature follows from polytheistic
beliefs. But Westman is a theocentric and anthropocentric type; to
remain Western he has to believe that man’s position in God’s
design is unique. St Francis’s preaching to animals that were,
according to him, as much God’s creatures as man was not
Western. In the eyes of the Church it was also heretical, and it was
a miracle comparable to St Francis’s stigmata that he (though not
many of his less fortunate followers) was spared a walk to the
pyre. That he was canonized at all shows how unsure of itself the
Church was becoming.

When the mind begins to act as the principal conduit of God or,
more perilously, his judge, religion has no chance of surviving as a
social force. For, while it can withstand enquiry, it cannot survive
vulgarization. And the mind with its verbal tools always becomes
vulgar when it overreaches. If someone has never heard a Bach
fugue, no amount of commentary will ever approach the effect the
music would have in its normal context. Even something as trivial
as, say, the taste of avocado is inexplicable in words. Anyone
trying to apply words to the task of explaining either the fugue or
the fruit, having first sampled them properly, will see how vulgar
language can become out of its natural sphere. It is logical that the
most complex feeling of all, faith, should suffer from obsessive
reasoning to the greatest extent. When, a few centuries after
Aquinas, Westman realized he was no longer prepared to keep
reason at a respectful distance from God, he became a vulgarian.
That is another way of saying that he stopped being Westman.

The culture Western religion produced was one contiguous
secret, inaccessible to neophyte and infidel alike. That this
particularism was mostly unwitting, Gnostic substrands notwith-
standing, did not make it any less real or, to those excluded, any
less infuriating; people, even when they are generally good, do not
like to be excluded and hate to be patronized. When they are
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generally not good, when the evil within them has overcome the
good, they tend to express such negative feelings in the form of
revenge. Desire for revenge seethes under the surface, growing in
intensity and only waiting for the physical strength to catch up;
the more people are excluded and the stronger they get, the more
certain the revenge and the more sanguinary its form. Nietzsche
described this craving as ‘slave morality’. While Westman (or
‘master’, to use Nietzsche’s term) asserts himself by creation, his
slavish opponent seeks fulfilment in destruction. Westman
becomes what he is by shouting a resounding ‘Yes’ to the glory of
God within him. Modman becomes what he is by hissing a
vindictive ‘No’ at everything Western, beginning with God.

This leads to yet another seeming paradox: as the culture of
Westman grew more sublime and consequently more exclusive, he
himself became more vulnerable and his existence ever more
precarious. But if we agree that culture had become by default the
essence of Westman, the source of his historical strength, then the
paradox becomes almost impossible to bear: as Westman grew
stronger, he was growing weaker.
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