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Description:

In the last half-millennium, as the noted cultural critic and historian observes, great revolutions have
swept the Western world. Each has brought profound change--for instance, the remaking of the
commercial and social worlds wrought by the rise of Protestantism and by the decline of hereditary
monarchies. And each, Barzun hints, is too little studied or appreciated today, in a time he does not
hesitate to label as decadent.
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To leaf through Barzun's sweeping, densely detailed but lightly written survey of the last 500 years
is to ride a whirlwind of world-changing events. Barzun ponders, for instance, the tumultuous
political climate of Renaissance Italy, which yielded mayhem and chaos, but also the work of
Michelangelo and Leonardo--and, he adds, the scientific foundations for today's consumer culture of
boom boxes and rollerblades. He considers the 16th-century varieties of religious experimentation
that arose in the wake of Martin Luther's 95 theses, some of which led to the repression of individual
personality, others of which might easily have come from the "Me Decade." Along the way, he offers
a miniature history of the detective novel, defends Surrealism from its detractors, and derides the
rise of professional sports, packing in a wealth of learned and often barbed asides.

Never shy of controversy, Barzun writes from a generally conservative position; he insists on the
importance of moral values, celebrates the historical contributions of Christopher Columbus, and
twits the academic practitioners of political correctness. Whether accepting of those views or not,
even the most casual reader will find much that is new or little-explored in this attractive venture
into cultural history. --Gregory McNamee --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of
this title.

From Publishers Weekly Now 92, Barzun, the renowned cultural critic, historian and former
Columbia provost and professor, offers much more than a summation of his life's work in this
profound, eloquent, often witty historical survey. A book of enormous riches, it's sprinkled with
provocations. For example, Barzun contradicts Max Weber, arguing that the Protestant Reformation
did not galvanize the capitalist spirit. With feminist ardor, he depicts the 16th century as molded and
directed by women "as brilliant as the men, and sometimes more powerful" (e.g., Queens Elizabeth
and Isabella). His eclectic synthesis is organized around a dozen or so themes--including
emancipation, abstraction and individualism--that in his judgment define the modern era. Barzun
keeps up the momentum with scores of snappy profiles, including of Luther, Erasmus, Cromwell,
Mozart, Rousseau and Byron, as well as of numerous unsung figures such as German educator
Friedrich Froebel, inventor of kindergarten, and turn-of-the-century American pioneer ecologist
George Marsh. Other devices help make this tome user-friendly--the margins are chock-full of
quotes, while vignettes of Venice in 1650, Weimar in 1790 and Chicago in 1895 give a taste of the
zeitgeist. In Barzun's glum estimate, the late 20th century has brought decadence into full bloom--
separatism in all forms, apathetic electorates, amoral art that embraces filth or mere shock value,
the decline of the humanities, the mechanization of life--but he remains hopeful that humanity will
find its way again. This is a book to be reckoned with. First serial to American Scholar; BOMC
selection. (May)
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