Rhythms

      It is often thought that one of the main changes in the last couple of hundred years, linked to the rise of industrial societies is that time has flattened out. It flies like an arrow and never returns to its point of origin, it is progressive and linear. 

     This is in contrast with time in agricultural societies which is thought of as circular, linked to the seasons, to the birth, growth and harvesting of plants and the movement of herds. ‘We have come to the valley of mushrooms – it must be autumn’; a time to plant, a time to weed, a time to reap, then a time to plant again. 

     One of the curious features of a University is that it maintains within one of the most rationalized and high technology parts of a society a circular rhythm. There are four seasons in my Cambridge diary. 

    ‘Michaelmas’, is the late autumn and Christmas, the time of entry of the fresh batch of students and the starting of lectures. It is a time to sow. The ‘Lent’ term is the hard slog through the cold spring, the consolidation of teaching. This is the time of vigorous weeding and tending of growing minds. Then there is the ‘Easter’ term, that is the spring and early summer. This is the revision and examination season, the rounding off of many courses. It is the harvesting and laying in of the harvest, and the harvest festivals (May Balls, graduations) and the saying good-bye. 

      Finally there is the Summer Vacation, or as it was re-named recently in the diary to cloud the eyes of suspicious accountants, the ‘Summer Research Period’. This is the time for family and recovery from a demanding year. It is also the time for deeper research, writing and foreign trips. It is a mixture of preparing the ground, sorting out the seed for new teaching, long-term projects to re-shape the whole terrain and widening one’s social and mental worlds. The cycle is complete and starts over again, as it has done ten times in my life as a student, and thirty-five times as a teacher. 

   The whole process is circular, a wheel of existence on an annual scale. On top of this there are the three-year cycles of an undergraduate or a Ph.D. course, a beginning, middle year and end. In the case of a Ph.D. this is often thought of as preparation, gathering the data or doing the experiments and ‘writing up’.  With undergraduates it is first year, second year and Finals. 

     These cycles are mirrored in nature.  Because Cambridge is filled with flowers, lawns and above all trees and a river, the academic cycle is linked to the movement of the leaves and grasses. In particular in spring, although this gets earlier every year, I watch out for the slight haze of green on the willows on the Backs. I relish the first aconites and then the bluebells, the daffodils, the crocuses, and later the red tulips under the white cherry blossom. Full summer brings a green luxuriance. This later turns to red and gold and is blown away by the winter gales. 

    As the days shorten and then lengthen, the shadows on the buildings and the changing light makes the whole place like a great sundial. It reflects in its whole architecture the actual antique sundials which one suddenly notices above the entrance to King’s Chapel or on a seventeenth century side gate into Caius. The clocks may keep their precise time, but the older differences of day and night still matter greatly. 

    This circular, living, time, alleviates boredom. Cambridge is not a static and stale place, but rather I feel a movement, a change, and an ever-refreshing renewal. Yet also there is the assurance of continuity, of a safe return, of predictability. If winter comes, can spring be far behind? There are always new things under the sun, but also many old and treasured ones. 

*

    The other strange feature is that space is closer to pre-industrial space. In the village in Nepal each part of the village and the surrounding fields or forest have different values. It is an inhabited landscape where certain rocks and trees and waterfalls are the abodes of spirits. Other areas are special in other ways, associated with memories and myths. The mix of the sacred and profane which the sociologist Durkheim discussed and illustrated from the work on Australian aboriginal peoples is clearly present. 

    Most people living in the advanced urban landscapes of the west, where there are few special spaces, have lost this feeling.  It may be temporarily aroused by particular activities; feverish drinking on a Friday evening, a football match, a disco or wedding party. But these are only limited moments of created effervescence in a generally spiritually flat and neutral landscape. 

    Cambridge has always surprised me because the spaces are so demarcated and charged with different meanings. ‘Holy’ or ‘sacred’ is not quite the right word for these, although they are certainly ‘set apart’ in some way, as Durkheim specified. Each College courtyard, each laboratory and department, each park or bridge has its special atmosphere and feels different. It feels like a qualitatively differentiated landscape, not quite ‘tribal’, yet not quite ‘modern’ either. It is a mysterious place where memories, values, feelings seem entwined and enriched in a way which I certainly do not feel as I wander through most universities or cities elsewhere. It has an almost magical feeling of otherness, which it is impossible to pin down yet many, I suspect, sense. 

Serenity, separateness and meditation

     Closeting yourself off is a feature which is widespread in Cambridge and indeed one of its most marked features. My inner room in King’s College has a series of seven doors between the outside world and myself. There are the College gates; the outer door to the staircase (the ‘oak’ or huge oaken door which, if closed, means that no-one can or should disturb me); a thin red door for notices; the actual door to the outer room; a first and second door on the tiny passageway into the inner room. Instead of the number of telephones or thickness of the carpet denoting status, one’s position in the academic hierarchy seems to be measured by the number of barriers a person can place between themselves and the other. 

    In that innermost sanctum, I can work in my private world, or I can invite in particular students and colleagues for the intimacy of something which vaguely reminds me of a Japanese tea ceremony. In Japan, the effect of the tea ceremony is best created by moving into timeless contemplation by crawling through a very narrow entrance, after having walked along a specially contrived ‘dewy path’ through rocks and mossy trees. A student arriving for teaching in my rooms comes along the semi-sacred paths beside the lawn, or perhaps even, if I accompany them, over the sacred grass itself. They move through the six doors into a place where I keep no telephone, no clock and the computer, a recent intrusion, is switched off. 

    In this most private of inner worlds, the mind can move on silence, away from the rush and chaos of life. It is like Herman Hesse’s Glass Bead Game or a quiet game of chess in an ancient castle. There is in the privacy-with-sociability a chance for real exchange and equal conversation. It is one of the thousands of quiet pools of thought distributed all over the university at any point in time. 

    I do not call this space my ‘office’, which is something I have in my Department, and that has associations with administration as well as teaching. It is a ‘room’, an extension of my private home. To this I invite only people who are potentially friends. It is this which leads to and is reflected in the rather peculiar feel of some of the College rooms I have visited. 
      My own inner room begins to resemble the description which Peter Snow gives of a typical don’s room. ‘Amongst the artefacts will be evidence of foreign travels – some carved black African horns or Andean figurines. There will also be small but distinguished collections of stains on chairs and carpets commemorating expensive drinks spilt over the decades. Everything looks shabby and used…’
 In my room, as an anthropologist, there are dozens of artefacts (tiny shoes for bound feet, a headhunters basket, a shaman’s water clock, a finger-nail guard and many more) and a wide range of green teas. And the stains of teas and rather inexpensive sherry and wine circle the very frayed rug from my village in the Himalayas. 
     The public and the private, and the levels of the private, the vous, nous, tu and the moi as the French put it, are carefully kept apart. This allows the mind to continue its silent toil within the extremely busy and overlapping world of Cambridge. It allows me to be both bounded, but also to allow in freshness. This is a highly privileged combination which I have found works well.      

    This can lead to a kind of minor isolation, or to a sense of careful respect for other’s freedom, depending on how one looks at it. The eccentricity, freedom to think crazy thoughts or behave in unusual ways which is cherished in Cambridge is one fruit of this. As I sat in King’s College magnificent hall last night my Chinese visitors expressed surprise at the elaborate ‘Mohican’ haircut of one of the students at the next table. They said such behaviour would not be tolerated in such a place in China. I was equally surprised at their surprise at our permissive ways. 

Ceremonial and ritual 

     I have always been struck by the large amount of formal, ceremonial, behaviour in Cambridge. If we take the looser definition of ‘ritual’ that it is ‘standardized, repetitive, communicative behaviour’, then Cambridge seems unusually full of ritual and rituals. Even in other universities, and certainly in most of life, people are not seen processing around in formal costumes and meals do not commence and end with graces. 

       When I was at the London School of Economics and School of Oriental and African Studies, I do not remember a single formal ritual of any kind. Yet in King’s College small rituals are going on all the time. And the ceremonials of welcoming and departing in the Colleges and the University, for honorary degrees or other occasions, are well known.

      One possible explanation for this odd ritualization of life is historical. Unlike most universities, which were founded and developed in the period after the Protestant reformation and the industrial revolution, Oxbridge grew up in a Catholic and agrarian world. During the later middle ages there was a fuller ritualization of life. This was only partly brushed away in Oxbridge. So a great deal has been retained or re-invented. Indeed much of Cambridge is an ‘invented tradition’, making the new seem old by half-pretending, half-believing, that it is just a re-adoption of some previous custom which is being updated.

     Although many institutions invent some ceremonials from nothing, it is clearly easier and more convincing if one can point to many hundred years of this sort of activity. Although the events during the second half of Cambridge’s history, that is from the reign of James I in the seventeenth century onwards – the Puritan rebellion, the scientific revolution, the industrial revolution, the impact of the French and American revolutions, the Empire – have all tempered and sometimes eliminated the rituals, some have lingered on, like flies in amber. 

      As in Kyoto in Japan, I have the feeling in Cambridge of something old and continuous in the formalized movements, costumes and processions. The effect is not ridiculous because of the buildings. Cambridge and Kyoto are both grand stages for public ceremonial. If people in odd costumes marched down Holborn to attend LSE inaugurations, or staged a candlelit inauguration with the laying on of hands in the Manchester Union, it could easily feel ridiculous and lead to scuffles and criticism. Yet in Cambridge medieval-seeming rituals in a plausibly medieval setting seem apt. The three other ancient, medieval, universities in Britain, Oxford, St Andrews and Trinity College, Dublin, also have a considerable amount of public ceremonial. 

*

    Yet historical explanations are never complete, because we are forced to ask the question – why bother to maintain the traditions? Anthropologists have two theories to explain rituals – the expressive and the instrumental. Rituals are expressive in that they tell people about themselves and their society. They tell people that they are special, that they are changing from one status to another, that we are all members of one group. They express these things in the way that the flocking birds of autumn wheel and cry in the sky to express their solidarity before flying off on their long journeys. 

    In this sense Cambridge ceremonial is clearly expressive. The traditional prayers and toasts and singing at College feasts, the little events like champagne at the end of exams, the ceremonies surrounding the May Balls, even the highly ritualized boat races, express many things. They tell both the participants and the world about the sense of belonging, of privilege, of being set apart, of movement through the life cycle, of incorporation and separation from the community. Because Cambridge feels itself special and set apart, it clings to the ceremonies and the ceremonies reinforce that set-apartness and special flavour. It reinforces elitism but also shelters and encourages those within the walls to be somewhat more adventurous. 
     The other major approach is to see rituals as instrumental; they are tools for doing something. In many societies they move people from the land of the living to the land of the dead, or cure sickness, or ward off bad weather. From this point of view, it is more difficult to see that Cambridge rituals do much. At a banal level, the initiation of a Fellow or the giving of a degree at the Senate House does effect that transition of status. But these are social rituals, changes in the eyes of others and not the Gods. A person can obtain their degree in absentia, without attending a ceremony, and no doubt, by special regulation, their Fellowship. It is a luxury, not a necessity. 

    This apparent absence of effective Ritual, of acts which change the world in some mysterious way, reflects a particular fact about Cambridge. Since the Reformation, with the short exception of the Marian Catholic period, Cambridge has been an Anglican institution. For many years it would not allow in dissenters and Catholics. Anglicans, as Protestants of a middling kind, set themselves steadfastly against magic, miracles and elaborate rituals. The bread and wine are commemorative – in remembrance of Christ – they do not turn into flesh and blood. The great Chapel of King’s is an expression of the feeling of holiness – but a person can be holy and the College could in theory continue even if the services were at a minimum. 

*

   When I visit Japan, I am struck by a curious paradox. The cities, especially the old ones like Kyoto and Nara, are filled with shrines and temples, the streets often filled with religious processions. People’s flats often contain little shrines. Japan seems a religion and ritual soaked society. Yet when I talk to people, they often say there is no such thing as God in Japan – everything is vague, illusory, and symbolic. 

    I wrote:

‘Perhaps the best one can say is that Japan is highly ritualistic, but does not have Ritual. Almost every action has great symbolic implications. Yet it all exists in a here and now, non-deistic context, where nothing very concrete can be addressed. Practices obey the laws of aesthetics – purity, simplicity, balance, harmony more than the laws of good and evil, right and wrong.’ 

Although the Anglican religion is not as extreme in its denial of an immanent God, this largely applies to what I have seen and felt in Cambridge.

     The paradox of the appearance and the reality is part of the difficulty. On the surface, Cambridge is full of sacred places. To walk through on a Sunday or in the evening is to be flooded with the sound of bells. The English are great bell-ringers and the bells sound out melodiously and insistently. The sky silhouettes not only King’s and St Mary’s, but also Trinity, St John’s and many chapels. Each chapel has had immense care lavished on it and each is very different, from the soaring sublimity of King’s to the chaste ‘God in a box’ of Trinity and the medieval imaginings of the Pre-Raphaelites in Jesus. With Quakers, Catholics and many others sects and creeds it is a city of religious places and of religious processions. Cambridge is a God-crowded place, apparently more religious than most places on earth. 
      Yet many of the dons and undergraduates, while enjoying the rituals and ceremonials, do not believe that God is present.  Indeed, in Colleges where the inauguration of new Fellows is not done, many senior members have not entered the Chapel for years. When I say the grace at King’s, Benedictus Benedicat, let us be blessed, I take it as a social blessing. I do not expect or ask for a divine blessing. Many of the heads of Cambridge colleges can attend numerous services and engage in many Anglican rituals, yet they do so as agnostics or atheists and do not seem to feel hypocritical. I suspect that these College heads must regard their ritual behaviour roughly in the same light as dressing up as Father Christmas for their children or putting money out on behalf of the Tooth Fairy. 

   Cambridge is full of spirit, of a feeling of some sort of parallel field of forces, of constant formal behaviour to separate or join or stress something. It is a world of strong separations between the ordinary (profane) and the extraordinary (sacred). Yet it is not a religious community in the full sense. It lies exactly on the intersection between a monastery and a modern educational foundation such as the red brick or plate glass universities of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

     This double life is one which I value. There does seem to be something special and beyond the here and now about the place. Looking back over my years, the feeling that humankind cannot live by bread alone, that time and space should be punctuated by symbolic, formal, actions clings to me. When I was at my two London universities I missed something which I had grown used to at my boarding schools and Oxford. Peter Burke comments that ‘When I went to Sussex in 1962 I was relieved to be free of some of the Oxford rituals, but soon found, like the students, that the absence of rituals was more of a burden, missing especially the welcome and the farewell rituals.’ In Cambridge I feel a sense of aesthetic and intellectual pleasure of again being a part of something which, through its ceremonials, seems to suggest it has a kind of soul as well as a body. 

      Sometimes I smile at the outlandish and anachronistic rituals, many of which such as college graces, inaugurations, conferring of degrees and so on have been described by others. Other times I feel anxious that I do not understand their purposes, or how to perform them properly. Yet I am enough of an anthropologist, and a human being, to feel that they are probably performing an important function. They have certainly given those who live within this double world some feeling of a dimension beyond this one, though for most it is a hope that their ideas will live on.  

     It is no coincidence that many of those who have created the most effective parallel worlds whether in children’s stories or in science fiction and humour have been to Oxbridge. People hesitate between disbelief and belief and constantly, through the manipulation of symbols, create a parallel universe. There is more of the ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ as Coleridge put it, than in most places. Even the media have realized that there is something here. Recent films, like the Harry Potter series and now Philip Pullman’s Golden Compass, draw on the rituals of Oxford to convey a sense of otherness. 

Religion and belief

       Tolerance today is somewhat paradoxical, since Anglicanism was not always so encompassing. The Colleges were to a certain extent set up on an analogy with monasteries and only those prepared to enter holy orders could become Fellows, and for many centuries only those prepared to subscribe to the church could be undergraduates. The current fellowship admission oath to maintain the place as one of ‘religion’ makes sense in this context. 

    A general puritan tone, certainly from the sixteenth century and probably long before, invests the place so that it is ‘lower’ church than Oxford. There was no high church ‘Oxford movement’ in Cambridge. Cambridge is Anglican, but tolerant. It is catholic with a small c, that is open to many interpretations. 

     This does not mean that religion was not taken seriously. Cambridge was the hub of the English reformation. Famous English protestant martyrs, including Cranmer, Latimer and Ridley, were Cambridge educated and the compiler of the Book of Martyrs, Foxe, was also at Cambridge. Since then, the stridency has diminished and what I have observed is a form of gently understated, private, Christianity. It is more to do with good manners, the beauty of holiness, respect for order, the acceptance that there are mysteries we have not yet fathomed, rather than a burning fundamentalist zeal. Until the Universities’ Tests Act of 1871, attendance at Chapel was compulsory in Cambridge Colleges. So there was, as elsewhere in England, conformist attendance, but it was not zealous: ‘they go to Church on Sunday, just as regularly as they dress every day for dinner; and regard a man who neglects church, just in the same light as one who eats fish with a knife.’

    La Rochefoucauld noted that the multiplicity of arguments, contrary interpretations, private opinions, strong reservations, means that each person brings to their formal adherence a different vision. ‘The only point on which there is general agreement is that nearly every Englishman holds a different belief; all of them believe in some particular point peculiar to themselves…From which I conclude that the whole body, which is made up of these individual believers, believes in nothing at all.’

     For many, as I have discovered in my interviews, there is a sort of suspended judgement on the whole matter. There may be a God, and like Pascal’s wager it may be sensible to err on the safe side and act as if there is one (which is also good for morality and social order), but the actual doctrines, dogma and beliefs are left vague. 

     If enthusiasm and ardent adherence is a measure of religious sensibility, then for most people there are more important ‘religions’ in Cambridge than what happens in the chapels. Many are more excited about some other passion – rowing, rugby, drama, music, writing, experimenting, drinking, eating – than about the services they attend. There are many private ‘religions’ of this kind. 

     So what I see, and suspect is old, is a surface of quiet conformity, a sort of slightly sentimental, slightly puzzled, slightly devoted, attention to a vague form of middle of the road, neither high nor low, extreme nor absent, set of practices. It is this which, like sacred cotton wool, fills the ‘god-shaped hole’ so effectively. 

*

    If this hole is left unplugged, many things will flood in – New Age religions, fundamentalism and zealotry of various kinds. Instead, there is some religion, but not too much. From Donne, Herbert and Milton through to Wordsworth and Tennyson, and from Newton up to the present among the scientists, many of the greatest figures were ‘religious’ in a wide sense. Like Einstein, they were aware of ‘the burden of the mystery’ and their work is filled with wonder, awe and an attempt to pierce into the works of God. In the stately, orderly, calm chapels and carols and prayers and processions, they found a stable cloak of conformity that allowed their minds to range widely and without fear of being dubbed heretics. 

       This surface of respectable Anglicanism has always been a protection. There is a considerable danger that in trying to investigate the deeper reality which lies beneath the surface of things an individual will quickly come to threaten ecclesiastical and political power. The fate of the later Islamic scientists, whose work petered out as their institutions came under religious pressures to conform to orthodoxy, to accept that all that should be known was already known, is well documented. The death of the golden age of Spanish, Portuguese and Italian thought as the Inquisition grew in power and emptied the universities of all ‘heretics’, burnt Giordano Bruno and threatened Galileo, is well known. 

     The fact that even as powerful a nobleman as the Baron de Montesquieu, as late as the middle of the eighteenth century, in as enlightened a country as France, could wake up in terror at the thought that he was being pursued by the Inquisition and was forced to publish his Spirit of the Laws anonymously outside France in 1748, gives some measure of the normal tendency to suppression of learning. 

     Such suppression never happened in England, or rather it only happened once, when the flow of the Reformation was briefly reversed under Mary Tudor and the Protestant martyrs of Cambridge were burnt at Oxford. This is the exception which proves the rule. 

     Normally it was possible to be subversive while retaining a veneer of social respectability. John Locke could not be ignored or suppressed despite his contractual theories of Kingship because he was a respectable, middle class, Oxford man. Likewise, daring thoughts questioning the whole nature of the universe and how it has evolved have continued for eight hundred years without leading to trials for heresy. Adam Sedgwick at Cambridge may have been horrified at the implications of his pupil Charles Darwin’s work when he first heard about it, but he could not suppress it. 
     Darwin might by implication undermine the biblical account. Sir J.G. Frazer might question the basis of religion. Bertrand Russell might challenge the philosophical traditions of the west. Yet on the surface Cambridge was not a threat. Cambridge dons were solid, middle-class, gentlemen and ‘Christians’. They went to the chapels, they said the graces, and they performed the rituals. What they thought in the inner chambers of their minds was no-one else’s business. Their desire to pursue truth without fear or favour was not only their right, but also their duty. When the great Oriental scholar William Robertson Smith was accused of heresy in Scotland while at Aberdeen University, he left and came to Cambridge where he became a Fellow of Christ’s College, Professor of Arabic and University Librarian. 

     In England now we take this separation between public conformity and private opinion largely for granted, though there are new clashes over it with the fear of ‘terrorism’. Yet it is unusual amongst the educated elites of most civilizations. It was present for a couple of hundred years in ancient Athens, it was alive for a similar length of time in Florence and other Italian cities, it was to be found in seventeenth century Holland. However it has been present to a large extent in the relatively free and open tradition of Cambridge for eight hundred years. Much of the tolerant yet religious tone of America, for example, comes from Cambridge. 

    It is true that there was a more evangelical side. The great Anglican mission societies stemmed particularly from Cambridge, for example the Church Missionary Society. But on the whole, the tradition that the University maintained, and which I have observed over the last forty years, is of teaching by example, through a quiet confidence, rather than through any form of pressure to conformity. 

*

     I have shared my rooms in King’s with five other Fellows. The first was a historian. I remember him as rather devout, certainly in his attendance at chapel. In the other room was an anthropologist who I am pretty certain was an atheist, and certainly very critical of Christian missionizing, even though as Provost he had presided over many religious rituals. Later I was joined by a classicist who was proud of mentioning his partly Jewish background and was clearly fascinated by religion and wrote a good deal about it. I suspect he was probably an agnostic. For two years there was the Chaplain and now there is the Dean of Chapel next door. 

     What is symptomatic is that in the thirty years sharing these rooms, meeting these friends almost every day in term time, I cannot recall a single occasion when I discussed my inner faith with any of them. None of them tried to persuade me to their way of thinking and, when I have asked their close friends about what they believed, they admit they don’t know. 

     One said that the historian ‘worshipped the Bible but not God’. Another said that he was sure that the classicist believed something, but what it was he was not sure. I knew the anthropologist quite well through his writings, many of which touch on religion, but reveal little about his faith. The Dean has a large library of theological books but neither he, nor the Chaplain who preceded him, have ever tried to persuade me to attend chapel. 

      Religion is not banned as a topic of conversation at King’s High Table, as it used to be (as divisive) in Oxford. Yet I have seldom discussed it, except in an abstract, distanced, academic way in relation to some particular current event or talk. So when the Chapel is visited by the Dalai Lama, or used for African drumming or Indian sitar playing, or the venue for the first public lecture by the ex-Kingsman Salman Rushdie after the fatwa was laid on him, there seems no incongruity or dissonance. 

*

     Cambridge is one large sacred space, full of religious iconography, architecture, paintings, rituals and performance.  It is equally true that it is a large, tolerant, freethinking, questioning liberal place where people do not seek, as Queen Elizabeth famously put it, to make a window into people’s souls. ‘One can be a free-thinker, a Flat Earther, a Baconian, an advocate of Free Love, a Communist – any sort of intellectual non-conformist – and no one will object, provided that it does not spoil one’s manners at High Table or make nonsense of one’s scholarship.’

     This balance or tension is creative, keeping options open, protecting against the extremes of heresy suppression or fundamentalist intolerance on the one hand, and of vacuous chaos or extreme relativism and cynicism on the other. It gives some order, meaning and integration to life and in moments of high emotion, as in the memorial services for Fellows, it can bind the community together. It is also civilized and open. 

     I have found in Cambridge that balanced view which one finds in many of the greatest liberal philosophers, David Hume, Alexis de Tocqueville, John Stuart Mill, which has mitigated the clash of cultures and civilizations. It may be a bit complacent at times. It may be dampening of the true revolutionary spirit – though the zealous converts to communism who became the famous ‘Cambridge spies’ do not confirm this.
 It may lack that tension between repression and the desire for freedom which creates great satire of the Voltairean or Swiftian kind. 

     Yet I find it a congenial atmosphere for free thought. It is quiet, safe, orderly, without taking anything too seriously, even God. It allows the serious pursuit of the central duty of a University, which is to teach people to question certainties, but also not to abandon truths too easily, to dislodge errors and injustices, but not to raze everything to the foundations by destroying the good with the bad. 

     A Robespierre, Chairman Mao or Pol Pot, destroyers of all that has gone before, and particularly intellectual independence, has never emerged in Cambridge or in England. The nearest to such a figure was a man brought up just to the north of Cambridge in Ely and Huntingdon who was an undergraduate for a year, then the local Member of Parliament, and who based his successful bid to prevent the excess of high church authoritarian rule being re-introduced into England.

      Oliver Cromwell’s men toppled some of the screens and statues, yet they did not burn the bulk of the pictures or pull down the chapels or halt the universities. They did not burn the libraries or destroy King’s College stained glass. Indeed, as we have seen, Oliver Cromwell may have saved Cambridge from itself.  So the Anglican Church is a broad church; a mild, minimal, open organization which suffuses and integrates Cambridge in many ways. Yet it does not stifle it. It is difficult to think of a better theological strain for a great university. Like the beautiful buildings and river it runs through everything, yet for much of the time one does not notice it at all in its quiet presence. 

*
    The Anglican settlement in Cambridge has been a broad one, but for most of its history it has not been able to tolerate everyone within its fold. Great English figures like John Stuart Mill avoided Oxbridge, or in other cases went down without a degree, because they refused to subscribe to the Church of England. Quakers, Catholics, let alone until quite recently Jews, were excluded from Oxbridge for most of their history. There has been ingrained religious intolerance alongside racial and gender intolerance. 

     That is yesterday’s story and now people of all religions and ethnic groups are welcomed. Yet it is worth remembering this feature of most of the eight hundred years of Cambridge.  Only recently has it produced distinguished black writers, artists and politicians, or encouraged peoples of other religions than Anglicanism. 

     Only in the last sixty years has Cambridge given full degrees to women.  Calvin, of course, is more extreme than Luther in his misogynist attitude and there is a streak of anti-female prejudice in his thought. The long struggle to bring women fully into Cambridge, which has only really been won in my time may owe a little bitterness to that Calvinist streak. The resistance also arose out of realization that an ancient, male, celibate, monastic institution would be deeply change by the end of celibacy and maleness. 

Puritanism and affluence

      Foreigners who visited Cambridge from the sixteenth century onwards often commented on its relative austerity. This had, in fact, begun well before the Reformation – the interior of King’s, for example, is largely undecorated and simple, though there is drama provided by the branching ceiling and coloured windows. Yet the general atmosphere of Cambridge shows to a considerable extent the Protestant, middle of the road Anglicanism, that infuses it. 

    The virtues and vices of Puritanism are satirized by George Bernard Shaw and analyzed by Max Weber in his work on the Protestant ethic. The Cambridge I have known is a living example of what Weber meant. There is the striving for salvation of some kind, the hard work, the general honesty and trustworthiness, the reserve and dislike of boasting or conspicuous display, the egalitarianism, the punctuality, the careful stewardship of resources, the assumption of the innate dignity of the other. These Protestant virtues are widespread in Cambridge.  They have survived despite pressure from two directions. 

      The first might be termed the costs of success. It is a perennial problem, which afflicted the great medieval religious orders and affects corporate religions everywhere, that through benefactions, hard work and humility they tend to accumulate great wealth, which is then re-invested, and produces further wealth. Often the situation becomes so blatant that a powerful ruler will scythe away much of the accumulated wealth, as happened in the purges of the Buddhists in China, Japan and Tibet, or at the English Reformation. 

    Yet Cambridge was never completely scythed back in this way, and it is, with Oxford, conspicuously wealthier than many other Universities. This wealth is, of course, only relative. A successful author of a children’s book can be as rich as one of the richest Oxbridge colleges, and Bill Gates’ fortune is equivalent to dozens of Cambridges. The richest College in Cambridge is well exceeded in wealth by dozens of individuals in the booming economies of China or India. A house-owner in many parts of Mumbai, Beijing or London is richer than many of the new Colleges. 

    Nevertheless, relative to other institutions of education in Britain, Cambridge has been wealthy. Its solution to the problem of being both rich and puritan is the same as that described for the Dutch Republic by Simon Schama  (who knows Cambridge well as a graduate and fellow) in his book The Embarrassment of Riches. In the Dutch case, while the sober blacks and whites and simple furnishings were retained, if you look closely at the cloth, the pictures, the furniture, the food and the drink, you can see that it is of the finest, combining decorum with understated luxury.
 

     I have a similar feeling about Cambridge. It shows its combination of Protestant earnestness with gentlemanly affluence by its understated absences. That it does not need to build on its central Cambridge meadows and courts, that it can help its students from needier homes in modest ways, that it can manage the upkeep of its expensive buildings without state aid, all are matters of pride. 

     It preserves a tension between Puritanism and licence which even affects some of the most important theories which govern our world. For example, it has been suggested that the economist John Maynard Keynes was influenced in his philosophy by his reaction to the various forms of Puritanism (in the arts, in sex, in college life) which he encountered in Cambridge. ‘Keynes was reacting positively against the Puritan ethic: he hated Puritanism in any form and not least in the form it had long taken at Cambridge… But it was his hostility to the puritan ethic which stimulated and lay behind his economic theories – spend to create work, spend one’s way out of depression, stimulate growth.’

*

    The contradictions between restraint and hedonism are echoed in the lives of many of those who pass through Cambridge.  I remember vividly the strange feeling when I first arrived in Cambridge, an impecunious student catapulted onto High Table. Galbraith described American capitalism as ‘Private wealth and public squalor’. As I returned to my family in the small working class house we had just managed to buy and watched my wife clear away a simple supper, I could scarcely believe I had just come from a world of superlative wines, butler service, large warm rooms. It seemed to be public (or rather college) wealth and private semi-squalor.

      This is a contrast that many visitors must feel. There seem to be parallel worlds. Inside the college context they experience something of eighteenth century country life, a reflection of the world portrayed for Oxford in Brideshead Revisited or Zuleika Dobson, gentry affluence. Yet the private lives of younger fellows, especially if married, can often be ones of shabby gentility. 

     This is shown by the housing situation. It used to be estimated that one could afford a house which cost three times one’s annual salary. Starting salaries for junior academics at Cambridge is approximately in the range of 20-30 thousand pounds a year – something less than a third of that of a doctor or lawyer. A research fellow often gets only a half or two thirds of this. Nowadays a modest house in or near Cambridge costs ten times this amount. The houses where the generation above me live on the other side of the river cost something like twenty or twenty five times this annual salary. 

     So we can see that the capitalistic monastic institutions which sustained the unmarried monkish fellows in reasonable food, wine, furniture and comfortable rooms in the old buildings have long given way to a world where there is a huge discrepancy between college life and private life. It is all rather surreal. 

� Snow, Oxford, 146


� Macfarlane, Japan, 187


� Prince Puckler-Muskau in Wilson (ed.), Strange Island, 176. 


� Rochefoucauld, Frenchman, 92


� Ziman, Camford, 223


� The ‘Cambridge spies’ were a group of undergraduates from Cambridge in the 1930’s who became spies for the Soviet Union – Donald Maclean, Kim Philby, Guy Burgess and Anthony Blunt.


� Peter Burke tells me that at the puritan College Emmanuel, the portrait of the founder, Walter Mildmay, shows him looking ascetic and dressed in black. When the portrait was cleaned, the black gown showed up as a luxury product, probably Genoese velvet, with an elaborate pattern. 


� Deacon, Apostles, 64


� As Peter Burke comments, ‘a historical geography of houses for Fellows would show the shift from Adams Road to the Kite, then down to Gwydir Street, then the wrong side of the railway station, and now out to Ely as well as the villages…’
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