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Discussion Document

 

The extent to which Schama is first describing cultural history approaches (borrowing from other 

disciplines as a form of ‘shameless eclecticism’) and then abandoning this for a pure discussion of 

culture in historical study is articulated via a discussion of Dutch art. Look out for references to Mary 

Douglas, Emile Durkheim and Proust as they lend weight to notions of culture as promiscuous and 

open ended. 

In wandering about the Dutch city, bumping into its cultural furniture, I have strayed a good deal 

from the straight and narrow of the historical method. Shameless eclecticism has been my only 

methodological guide. The thieving magpie approach to other disciplines may seem, superficially, to 

be newfangled but it is very old-fashioned. It follows on from the precedent of those venerable 

nineteenth-century compendia of manners and mores . . . that were part folklore, part antiquarian 

anthropology and which for all their methodological innocence remain a rich treasure house of 

arcane and intricate knowledge. . . . 

So there is nothing especially daring about a working definition of culture drawn from social 

anthropology. In this well-established tradition I follow the kind of characterization offered by Mary 

Douglas of cultural bias as ‘an array of beliefs locked together into relational patterns’. In the same 

essay, however, she cautions that for those beliefs to be considered the matrix of a culture, they 

should ‘be treated as part of the [social] action and not separated from it’. . . . Acting upon one 

another, belief systems and customs together form what Emile Durkheim called ‘a determinate 

system that has its own life: . . . the collective or common conscience . . . is by definition diffuse in 

every reach of society. Nevertheless it has specific conditions that make it a distinct reality’. 

To see this elusive quarry – the conscience collectif – in its proper habitat and in action, rather than 

prone and eviscerated on the sociologist’s dissecting table, I have used visual as well as textual 

evidence. . . . To exploit the bottomless riches of Dutch art – not merely panels and canvases, but 

architecture, sculpture, and the cornucopia of the decorative arts on glass, ceramic, tapestry – 

seems so natural and so obvious that is difficult to conceive of any kind of cultural history, even an 

anthropologically bent one that leaves them out. . . . Dutch art invites the cultural historian to probe 

below the surface of appearances. By illuminating an interior world as much as illustrating an 

exterior one, it moves back and forth between morals and matter, between the durable and the 

ephemeral, the concrete and the imaginary, in a way that was peculiarly Netherlandish.  
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