English Beliefs

One of the most difficult questions about English life is about the place religion occupies.  It is well known that even the church in England is English.  The Anglican church is independent of those outside it and although it is assumed to have been created by the voluptuous Henry VIII in order to be able to get married as many times as he wanted, it is also clear that in its soul and character it is close to and understood by the ordinary English. 

Christianity in England has a long history.  It is so old that historians do not even know the particular date when the country was converted, as is the case in those instances when a country was converted to Christianity in a later period.  There is a legend that the young Jesus arrived in England along with the uncle of his mother, Joseph of Arimatheus (who was subsequently a convinced follower of his ideas), a well-off and business-like man who bought tin in England.  The famous English poet and mystic William Blake (1757-1827), thought this to be possible in the history of such a great country as his England (as did many of his fellow countrymen), and wrote the following famous lines:

And did those feet in ancient time

Walk upon England’s mountains green?

And was the holy Lamb of God

On England’s pleasant pastures seen?

Russians know this in the translation by S. Marshak (although it must be said that the original is more melodious).

It was Joseph who collected drops of the crucified Christ’s blood in the cup from which Jesus had drunk wine at the Last Supper, after which (according to the legend) Joseph left for England taking the cup with him.  The cup acquired the name the Holy Grail and the search for it is one of the most popular subjects in English legends and tales.  It is said that a holy spring flowed forth from the place where it was buried in the English town of Glastonbury and the place is to this day surrounded with a particular holiness, a host of legends and a beautiful garden where all flowers, even the most ordinary, grow to huge proportions.  People have been visiting this spot for centuries to heal their body, and their soul.  Nobody quite knows whence the water flows (many believe that it comes from a spring far from Glastonbury) but it is clean, clear and, inasmuch as it contains iron, colours everything around it a ‘blood’ red, similar to the drops of Christ’s blood collected in the Grail. 

Joseph of Arimatheus is considered to be the founder of the first church in Glastonbury, and it might well have been there that he hid the Grail.  Furthermore, at the spot where Joseph planted his staff a blackthorn sprouted which flowers twice a year, in the Spring and at Christmas.  In accordance with the old tradition, a bouquet of flowers from it is still given as a Christmas present to the Queen.  History also tells that opponents of the traditional English church have at different times tried to chop down the holy tree but have all failed: one was blinded by the thorns, while another missed with an axe and cut off his own leg.

When, in the seventeenth century, debates were raging about the new Gregorian calendar, the Glastonbury blackthorn was used as proof that they should keep the old calendar since it always flowered on the night of December 25.  When, in 1752, the English finally adopted the new calendar and moved their lives by 11 days, most of the people (if we are to believe the Somerset Evening Post) were disappointed when the bush did not flower on the new Christmas day and they had to wait until January 6.  Nevertheless, its descendent (it is said that the original tree died in the second half of the eighteenth century) has clearly adapted to the new conditions as it is known today that the royal Christmas breakfast is still decorated with its flowers.

Glastonbury is a particularly interesting place and is characteristic of English religious ideas.  Here truth and legend, myth and prophecy, early Christianity and paganism, the heyday of monastic life and the fall of the monasteries, the Reformation, spirituality, new tendencies and old traditions are all intertwined.  Something special has survived to this day in the ruins of the once powerful Glastonbury Abbey which has, over many centuries, drawn pilgrims from all over the country and attained a special status.  Swept off the face of the earth by the will of the most self-willed of the English monarchs, it ceased to exist and has only come back to life over the last century as a monument to faith, patience, human whims and the victory of the eternal over the momentary.

Furthermore, many believe Glastonbury to be the burial place of King Arthur and his wife Genevieve.  Their graves were ‘discovered’ mystically in the twelfth century and became a place of pilgrimage.  Then, just as mysteriously, they disappeared after the destruction of the monastery.  Nowadays there is a tablet at the supposed place of their burial, and that too attracts many visitors. 

Finally, it is here that the mysterious Tor rises, a hill 158 metres high which is traditionally considered to be a place that radiates a special energy.  Archaeologists have found traces of a cult building dating back to 3,000 BC and link this place to other ancient monuments such as Stonehenge and Avebury.  There are even theories that the hill has artificial origins.  Later it became a place of worship for the Celts, who believed that this was the location of a passageway into another world and who called this place Avalon.  Christianity also recognised the mystical spirit of the Tor and it was here that they built the church of the Archangel Michael, which bell tower from the middle ages that still stands atop the mystical hill.

Glastonbury has, over the last few years, become a place of pilgrimage for the followers of the so called New Age movement, who are a mixture of various beliefs, Christianity, paganism, Buddhism and astrology, with a good dose of the mystic thrown in too.  The followers of this movement are well encamped in the town.  There are any number of shops selling special literature, tarot cards, crosses, aromatic candles, statues of Buddha and so on. 

Strange looking people, dressed up in multi-coloured attire and looking like gypsies (the women have wide flowing skirts, lace cardigans, and are generally dressed up in all things bright and shining), fill the streets of this little town.  They lie deep in thought at the holy spring, or clamber up the Tor in order to avail themselves of the mystic energy.  They make a strange impression on those around them.  Apparently the situation in the town went through a difficult stage as Glastonbury is still one of the most sacred of Christian places, but now everything seems to have calmed down and the various people live peacefully side by side.

Let us return to Christianity in England.  It is well known from the wealth of various historical and archaeological data, that Christianity arrived in England along with the Roman soldiers, although the serious spread of Christianity can only be dated to around the fourth century.  From 304 AD, the country had its own, local born martyr in Alban, a righteous man who lived in the third century.  In the sixth century, Pope Gregory the Great sent his envoy Augustine who in just a single year converted 10,000 pagans.  For his active missionary work in the town of Canterbury, he was raised by the Pope to the holy archbishop of Canterbury, and by tradition this title is still the highest in the English church.  This shows the adherence to traditions, and although much has changed in the Church hierarchy since those ancient times, the title has remained.

Henry VIII, the king who still arouses an unfailing sense of delight among the English, possibly because he dared to have six wives (albeit not at the same time) changed much in English life, including the structure of the Church.  Everything started from the fact that he was extremely unfortunate in his private life.  First he married Catherine of Aragon, the widow of his brother.  She was older, better educated and more beautiful than he was, and also the daughter of the all-powerful Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella.  She gave birth to a daughter, Marie (later called ‘Bloody’), which was a disappointment as he was desperate for an heir.  At that point, he fell for the young and beautiful Anne Boleyn.  Because the Pope refused to grant a divorce, Henry was forced to break with the Roman Catholic church and proclaim the independence of the English church. 

Anne also bore the king a daughter, the future great Queen Elizabeth I, but she also succeeded in disappointing the king, for which she was beheaded.  His third wife finally bore the long-awaited son, Edward, but died shortly after childbirth.  The German princess who became the king’s fourth wife did not last long.  She could not arose any passion in him but she managed to keep her head by agreeing to be considered his ‘sister’.  The young and lively fifth wife inflamed the ageing king too much.  It was easy to find those willing to tell all about her adventures, possibly fictive, but she also soon lost her head, figuratively and literally.  The sixth and final wife, Catherine Parr, turned out to be more patient and wiser than the others.  She pitied the already old king and outlived him, although not by long.  All these comings and goings in the king’s private life led to the creation in England of a church that was independent from Rome, and the head of which was the monarch himself.  This was particularly useful in the event that the monarch required a divorce although it has to be said that after Henry nobody actually took advantage of this.

Well, that is the popular version which the English themselves like to believe.  Actually, there may be other reasons, political, spiritual, even economic, for these events which happened after the start of the reformation in a number of European countries.  But why not retain the legend the way that it is told at the moment, if the locals like it so much.  We should let them keep at least one daring, reckless and openly over-amorous king.

In April 1536, during the 27th year of Henry VIII’s reign, there were more than 800 monasteries scattered across England housing 10,000 people.  Four years later not a single one was left.  And all this happened, despite the fact that no order banning monastic life was given, there were no reasonable arguments against such life and scholars to this day argue about why such drastic measures were taken.  The monasteries did not put up any significant resistances to the king’s reforms.  The Act of Supremacy, enacted in 1534, proclaimed the monarch head of the English Church on earth and was the official break with the Roman Catholic Church while retaining its dogma and ceremonies.  However, it aroused no noticeable opposition, with the exception of Thomas More and John Fisher, but the problems with them were solved quickly, once and for all.  In other words, there was no threat to the crown. 

There remains the material factor, because the king really did gain much from the dissolution of the monasteries.  A large part of their property was given to the treasury and many of them were handed out as rewards to the king’s loyal servants.  Whatever happened, there are inevitable comparisons with the revolt at the Solovetsky monastery against the reforms of Nikon in Russia.  That revolt, which occurred in a single monastery over some insignificant changes, lasted some eight years.  In England, the question was decided and closed right across the country in a mere four years, and they only had to resort to extreme measures in a few cases where it was absolutely necessary.  Doesn’t this show much inborn love of compromise? 

The new church caused much resentment among both Catholics and Protestants outside England.  They were particularly indignant about the fact that the head of the Church was the king, at a time when in other countries the secular and the spiritual powers were, as a rule, separate.  In this question too, England demonstrated its devotion to the ideas of the monarchy, with not only the state but also the nation’s hearts rallying around this figure.

The English historian Thomas Babington Macaulay gave the following appraisal of the situation in the country as a result of the reformation of the church: “To this day the constitution, the doctrines, and the services of the Church, retain the visible marks of the compromise from which she sprang. She occupies a middle position between the Churches of Rome and Geneva…In general it may be said that she appeals more to the understanding , and less to the senses and the imagination, than the Church of Rome, and that she appeals less to the understanding, and more to the senses and imagination, than the Protestant Churches of Scotland, France, and Switzerland”.
Interestingly enough, in Russia there was a widespread belief in the particularly religious nature of the English.  In this there was even seen a similarity between our two, so different, nations. The Slavophile Alexei Stepanovich Khomyakov wrote from London that “the main basis of English life is without doubt their religious life.  Hundreds of missionaries, carrying the word of God to every part of the world and preachers battling with the unbelief of shallow philosophy, are the essence only of the manifestation of a general soul and a general searching.”  He described street scenes that he saw to his friends, in which all sorts of different people, in all sorts of different clothes, all displayed a deep religious feeling. “And that reminded me of our holy, prayerful Rus,” he concluded. 

Nowadays, the English themselves often say that the church does not play a big role in their lives.  On the outside that is true.  They go to church only occasionally, on festivals, and that mainly in the provinces where you will see a few people gathered.  However, there is a paradox.  The principles by which the English live (life is not all about pleasure, sex is a sin, physical hardship strengthens the soul, food should not occupy too great a part of life but only fill you up, etc.) are precisely those by which most churches ask their congregation to live. 

In England it is not usual to demonstrate one’s religious feelings openly (like all other feelings, in fact).  But not because they are hiding them.  No, it is simply that they live by specific rules without thinking about their sources.  Even church leaders do not turn their faith into a cult and just accept it as an inseparable part of their existence.  One journalist recounted how he once asked the Archbishop of Oxford what you need to believe in order to become a member of his church. “Interesting question,” answered the Archbishop thoughtfully, as though the idea would never even enter his head, “it depends.” (a phrase that the English love and which is almost impossible to translate into Russian). 

One English writer recently compared going to church at Christmas to brushing your teeth, inasmuch as they are the natural and habitual things to do.  We would also note that even those who do not clean their teeth know that it is not good and try to hide the fact.  Religion and the church hold no secrets or mysticism for the English, and the Protestant church denies that there is anything miraculous altogether.  They have no cult of relics, icons, faith and miracles.  You can only count on yourself and on your own strength.  In times of trouble there is nowhere to turn.  Of course, this has had its effect on the national character.  Or maybe it was the other way round, that this sort of religion was more in line with English tastes?

This lack of religious bombast and exaltation has by no means meant that there has been a lack of national heroes and martyrs. For example, there is the touching and significant story about the young Jane Grey, who has been the subject of many books and films.  She is not usually connected with a religious theme but at the same time she is in some way more interesting and instructive than those sophisticated clergy who suffered for their faith.  Jane became a typical victim of her troubled times.  After the death of Edward IV, the only son of Henry VIII, the question about who would ascend the throne became extremely complicated.  This was mainly due to the fact that the philandering king had himself subsequently proclaimed that two of his daughters, Maria and Elizabeth, were illegitimate by birth.  In the struggle for power, one of the court groups used this fact and it was the sixteen-year old Jane Grey, the grand-niece of the formidable king, who was proclaimed Queen.  She has gone down in history as the nine-day queen, as that was how long she reigned. 

Very little is known about Jane’s life until the moment when they decided to crown her queen, although much was speculated and dreamed up in the following centuries.  It is known that she received a strict upbringing and a fantastic education, knew Latin, ancient Greek, French, Italian and Arabic, sang and played musical instruments well, wrote beautifully, read much, reasoned logically, sewed excellently, did not like high society life, did not want to become queen, was wholly devoted to her husband (from whom she was separated by events a mere month after their wedding) and, most importantly, was educated in the new reformist religion.  Having been locked up in the Tower, the poor girl, deserted by everybody, even her father who was seeking rescue in the service of the new queen, found consolation in her faith and strength of soul.  Shortly afterwards there was her trial, sentence and within six months she was executed, and not only her but her husband, his brothers, and her intrigue-loving father-in-law, who had dragged her entire family into the political struggle.  There is good reason why Queen Mary, who ascended the throne, has subsequently been called ‘Bloody’. 

One of the most important questions facing Queen Mary, who was a passionate Catholic, was about the return of lost souls into the bosom of the true church.  However, nothing could shake the religious beliefs of the seventeen-year old Lady Jane.  In one of her letters from prison to her sister, she tells the secret of the steadfastness of her soul “I have sent you, good sister Catherine, a book, which although it be not outwardly trimmed with gold, yet inwardly it is more worthy than precious stones. It is the book, dear sister, of the laws of the lord: It is His Testament and Last Will, which He bequeathed unto us wretches, which shall lead you to the path of eternal joy, and if you, with a good mind read it, and with an earnest desire, follow it, it shall bring you to an immortal and everlasting life.  It will teach you to live and learn you to die.... It shall win you more than you should have gained by the possession of your woeful father's lands, for as if God prospered him, you shall inherit his lands.... [it holds] such riches as neither the covetous shall withdraw from you, neither the thief shall steal, neither let the moth corrupt.... And as touching my death, rejoice as I do and consider that I shall be delivered of this corruption and put on incorruption, for as I am assured that I shall for losing of a mortal life, find an immortal felicity. Pray God grant you and send you his grace to live in the love...  Farewell good sister, put only your trust in God, who only must uphold you, Your loving sister, Jane Duddley”. (Dudley was her surname by marriage to Gilford Dudley, who was executed on the same day as her).  

Jane died calmly and with dignity, keeping faith in her beliefs.  She was destined to become the heroine of romantic stories rather than moralising and religious tales, but the firmness of her beliefs, the steadfastness of her soul, which went practically unnoticed by history, cannot but arouse admiration and respect.

The history and destiny of the country, as well as the character of its people and inhabitants also determined a number of other peculiarities of local beliefs.  The ‘White Man’s Burden’ and the imperial mood gave birth to a large number of missionaries who took forth the word of God, and with them the sprouts of European civilisation, to the furthest corners of the planet. 

Throughout history, various tendencies and schools of thought constantly arose in England and co-existed, sometimes peacefully and sometimes not.  England was the birthplace of the Quakers and the Puritans, the high and low church, Methodists and followers of the ‘New Age’, as well as many many others.  If, in other countries such as Russia, Christianity was accepted straight away once and for all, in a more or less single form, the spirit of the search was always alive in England.  Obviously, the predominance of the idea of ‘a free person in a free country’ gave birth to a feeling of independence and self-dependency in all areas of life.  It was as regards this that the Archbishop of Norwich pronounced the following amusing phrase when greeting his successor: “Welcome to Norfolk. If you want to be at the head of anything in this part of the world, first find out where they are heading. Then stand in front of them.”

Despite this, when the questions of supporting traditions arise, the English try to keep allegiance to principles.  According to Christian beliefs, Sunday is the day for praying and going to church.  Once upon a time, it used to be forbidden to work on Sundays.  Most nations abandoned this rule long ago in favour of commerce, even those nations which more zealously than the English attend church services.  But, traditions are traditions and many generations of tourists have complained that Sundays in England are boring and empty.  A Russian traveller who was in London in the seventeenth century noted with surprise that “[o]n Sundays all the shops are shut, everybody is praying and they have an honest respect for Sunday.  On other days they sit with their candles until midnight, there are candles everywhere in town, in each little courtyard.”  Even today, practically nothing opens before 12 o’clock on Sundays and some large department stores, famous for their conservative position (such as John Lewis on Oxford Street) do not open at all.

Classic English villages always have a church at the centre, around which the most important activities of local life are concentrated, particularly in those instances and for those people (women, the elderly, children) when the question cannot be solved in that other quintessential component of English life, the pub.  The vicar is not seen by the public as a pastor or a mentor, but more as a friend who is respected and expected to carry out a number of activities (as everybody knows, they are often called upon in English detective novels to solve crimes).  Vicars are not there to teach people how to live but simply to be ready to help, when help is needed.  Their role contains nothing that is secret or mysterious as opposed to, say, an Orthodox monk or a Catholic priest.  They are not intermediaries between God and people.  It is undoubtedly for this reason that the English church had such little problem in accepting women into its ranks: the functions performed by the vicar in English society can easily be placed upon women’s shoulders.  It is hard to say how all this came to be.  Maybe it is because England has long been a Christian country: the religion has deep roots and has become a part of life.  Even in the times when most of the other people were not entirely sure how to react to the new religion, and for many countries there were still hundreds of years to wait to be baptised, monasteries were being already built in England and monks were discussing the faith. 

Main Features of the English Character

Much of what is particular to the English nation is linked with the system for bringing up children.  Naturally, there is always the question of the chicken and the egg, in other words which came first and which second.  Did the way they bring children up affect the national character or did the national character influence the way they bring children up?  As with the ‘original’ chicken question, we shall leave the search for answers to children and philosophers, while ourselves turning to more serious results.

In the section dedicated to the family, we noted that the English system for bringing children up is based on the principle ‘don’t spoil them!’  From childhood, the English get used to sleeping in cold bedrooms, walking in the cold pouring rain without anything to cover their heads, they assume that punishment is a normal part of life, see their parents according to a strict timetable and set off into the wide world once they have reached a certain age called adulthood (an age which in Russia is still considered to be childhood and at which children will undoubtedly get lost if their parents lose sight of them for a moment).

The Russians never were able to understand these features of the English.  They went to a cultured, civilised country and expected to find warmth and comfort there, just like at home.  When Vladimir Nabokov, not yet a writer, was forced to go to England in 1919, he was amazed by the conditions which awaited him at Cambridge.  He had been expecting to find a part of that world which had been lost in Russia and instead a rented flat, bleak and inconvenient, was waiting for him. “I suffered a good deal from the cold, but it is quite untrue, as some have it, that the polar temperature in Cambridge bedrooms caused the water to freeze solid in one’s washstand jug. As a matter of fact, there would be hardly more than a thin layer of ice on the surface, and this was easily broken by means of one’s toothbrush into tinkling bits… I still feel in my bones the bleakness of the morning walk up Trinity Lane to the Baths, as one shuffled along, exuding pallid puffs of breath, in a thin dressing-gown over one’s pyjamas and with a cold, fat sponge-bag under one’s arm. Nothing in the world could induce me to wear next to my skin the ‘woollies’ that kept Englishmen secretly warm”.  Despite this, he was charmed by England and Cambridge, above all by the special atmosphere which he found there as it was, in his words “untrammelled extension of time”.

Such a strict upbringing, although it may sometimes arouse a natural perplexity, does produce some good results.  The English, in their time, were not only able to conquer half the world, but they were able to live there and consolidate their grip on it too.  Adventurers, sailors, explorers, this was what life was really about for the English, who were able to throw down the gauntlet to fate and were not afraid of difficulties.  The cold and unheated homes, walks in the rain as though nothing were amiss, dressing lightly in winter, these are also a challenge, maybe only on a small scale, but they are a small victory over one’s own weaknesses and circumstances.

A distinctive and important feature of an Englishman’s nature is his unpretentiousness, which results from the strict upbringing.  Working with English students in Russia has brought us into close contact, and this has been very interesting.  While the Americans are constantly suffering from the broken toilet cistern, which prevents them from relaxing and enjoying what is beautiful in life, the English students simply accept these difficulties dispassionately.  On a cruise ship on the Sukhona river, which had but a single toilet for everybody and no shower or bath, the fresh young English students learned how to wash their hair in the bidet (which for some reason stood in splendid isolation in the shower and worked), go to public saunas when the boat stopped, swam in the icy river, and got evident pleasure from the delights of real Russian life, including the nightly warming-up courtesy of a variety of drinks.  Another example: the whole world was covered with photographs of the heir to the British crown, Prince William, cleaning a toilet in Peru, where he was on his year abroad.  That is the way a crown prince should be, unpretentious and not afraid of hard work, in order to earn the respect of his compatriots.

This is also the source of the famous British reserve, desire to hide their emotions, to save face.  There are not many things that can make an Englishman lose control.  At the beginning of perestroika, an Englishwoman who had come to Russia was thrust into an unexpected situation.  On a tram, a shabbily dressed man had obviously decided to put this foreigner to the test and unexpectedly threw open his coat then pulled out a large, dead rat and shook it in front of her nose.  The Muscovites around her sent up a communal shriek.  The face of the English guest did not even flinch, not a muscle moved and her behaviour seemed to say that she was used to dealing with such situations on an almost daily basis.  Only later did she admit to her friends that she had received a fair shock.  Restraint and self-control, which are often taken to be simple coldness, such are the life principles of this race.  In cases when a representative of a sentimental Latin nation or a soulful Slavic one will be in tears of delight or emotion, the English will say ‘lovely’, a term which for them conveys the same intensity of emotion.

The only thing that will make an Englishman lose control is the loud and aggressive behaviour of others.  Even in London, a city which is almost entirely given over to tourists and immigrants, you will often see a sedate English couple looking on with obvious disgust at a loud and emotional group of Spanish or Italian tourists.  They will allow themselves, in an outburst of indignation, to raise their eyebrows and silently, indignantly exchange glances.  In the museum shop in Shakespeare’s home town of Stratford the loud, excited American tourists (who are hardly a rarity in these parts) rush around buying heaps of all sorts of souvenirs, accompanying this process with laughs and loud transports of delight which arouses the constant arrogant contempt of the shop-keepers.  The fact that in doing so they give them a means of survival does not change anything, even in market conditions, and the over-stated courtesy of the shop-keeper could freeze anybody.

The English restraint and reluctance to show their emotions tends to arouse even greater incomprehension, and sometimes even condemnation, from those around, either as emotional representatives of the romantic world, or as those from the sensitive Slavic world.  Even the Germans are noticeably sentimental.  The English have rid themselves of all those qualities which are not necessary for everyday life.  There is a well-known episode which took place in 1835 in the Syrian desert.  An Englishman, who had been travelling on his own for a number of days, shared with his diary the feelings that overtook him when he unexpectedly saw in the distance the figure of a fellow traveller (who, as it turned out, was also an Englishman).  As they came closer, the author worried about how he should act and what he should do.  Should he start talking with this stranger, and if yes, than about what, or should he pass silently by or perhaps take a different course, or stop altogether.  In a word, the situation was far from simple.  As a result, when the travellers drew level, they silently raised their hands to their hats as a mark of greeting, waved their hands and went their separate ways.  The camels showed more emotion: they did not want to part ways and stopped dead still, and as a result the two Englishmen were therefore forced into starting a conversation.

It is all reminiscent of the old Soviet joke: an Englishman is sitting in a restaurant with his friends and unhurriedly discussing the latest political news.  A man comes into the room, and the Englishman makes his apologies, gets up from the table, goes over to the new arrival, offers his hand and asks “Shall we see each other at the club tomorrow, John?”, then goes back to his place and says to his colleagues “Please accept my apologies once again, gentleman, for that display of emotion.  That was my brother.  He has just returned from the colonies and I have not seen him for ten years.”

Madame de Staël never ceased to be amazed by the coldness and official nature of the relations between people in England.  She, as an emotional French woman, was angered by the large number of formalities in the country, even between people who were close: brothers and sisters do not go to visit each other without an invitation, sons and daughters do not live with their parents after they get married and in order to start a conversation with somebody, you first have to be introduced by somebody else, and so on.

A book listing the rules of good manners, which appeared in 1880 and was entitled ‘Don’t’ (in other words, it is about what one should not do in society)firmly recommends refraining from unnecessary affectation, even in speech. “Don’t use extravagant adjectives. Don’t say magnificent when a thing is merely pretty, or splendid when excellent or some other word will do. Extravagance of this kind is never in good taste. Don’t use the words hate and despise to express mere dislikes. The young lady who declares that she ‘hates yellow ribbons’ and ‘despises turnips,’ may have sound principles, but she evinces a great want of discrimination in the selection of epithets.”

In the light of this, Cordelia’s behaviour in King Lear seems extremely English: she expresses her feelings in words, a sentimental declaration or outpouring being impossible for her, her love for her father in accordance with her notion of obligation, but this love excludes baby talk and sighs.  The Earl of Kent, who supports her position, shows the king, who has become sentimental in old age: “Nor are those empty-hearted whose low sound \ Reverbs no hollowness.”

‘Silence is golden’, ‘Empty vessels make the greatest sound’, these phrases are impressed upon children from the earliest childhood.  The Club of the Silent, beautifully ridiculed in the excellent Soviet film about Sherlock Holmes, really could be only an English phenomenon.  One European traveller said in surprise that “they pay money so as to come and spend two hours in absolute silence!”  Karamzin was more categorical: “It seems that people here have either not woken up properly or are excessively tired from some sort of activity and are in a hurry to rest … I went to various coffee houses: twenty, thirty people were sitting in a deep silence, reading newspapers, drinking red Portuguese wine, and you were lucky if you heard two words in ten minutes.  It is no wonder that the English are famed for their profound thoughts and philosophy.  They have the time to think.”  Khomyakov gave a justification for this English trait and, at the same time, revealed a similarity with his own native people, writing that “the English are not particularly talkative … but may be the explanation is that the English rate words more highly than people in other places do.”

A portrait of a typical representative of the English nation was given by Dostoyevsky, describing his journey in a train to Paris:

To the left sat a tidy, pedigree Englishman, red-haired and with an English hat upon his head, totally serious.  Not once during the entire journey did he exchange even the slightest word, in whatever language, with any of us.  During the day he read without a break, one of those books that are printed so small that the English can take them everywhere and also boast about how convenient they are.  At ten in the evening, he immediately took off his boots and put on slippers.  Clearly that is the way he had behaved his entire life, and he did not want to change his habits, even though he was sitting in a carriage.”

The Frenchman André Maurois also noted silence as an important part of the English character: “In France it is considered rude to let a conversation die, in English excessively fussy to continue one.  Nobody will judge you for your silence.  If you do not open your mouth for three years, they will think “This Frenchman is a nice calm chap.”

One other important component of the English nature is the deliberate use of understatement.  As Maurois also noted, if an Englishman tells you that he has a small house in the village, you may, upon arrival as his guest, note that he has a whole castle with three hundred rooms; a world tennis champion might well tell you that he plays not badly, and somebody who has just swum alone across the Atlantic might hint in passing that he occasionally goes for a dip.

One German professor, philosopher, an extremely well educated and well known scholar was unable to get a job at Cambridge University, because he was too carried away by his own speciality.  During conversations, he would get so carried away with expounding his ideas, that he said he was prepared to shoot anybody who did not agree with him about Hegel.  When he was turned down for the place, he complained, much aggrieved and disappointed, “You English, you don’t understand how important ideas are for us Europeans.  People are prepared to die for them.” Indeed this was not without some justification.  The beautiful emerald lawns at the university, on which only professors may walk, the old libraries with the ancient folios, where it is so pleasant to sit of an evening over an unhurried glass of port after dinner in a soft and comfortable chair, now that is what is important for an English professor!  If you were in that situation, would you want to die for an idea?

There is a story about how a Cambridge professor of biology was told that he had been awarded the Nobel Prize.  Apparently, he threw up his hands and exclaimed “Excellent.  Now I can buy myself a new bicycle.”

It is also interesting to note the differences between English and American advertising, which clearly illustrate the contrast between these two once close nations.  In England, adverts for cold medicines usually look something like this: first, an ill, unhappy person in bed, coughing, suffering and in pain, then he takes the medicine and finally, still in his bedshirt but now in an armchair, smiling slightly at the camera (to show that he is now feeling a lot better).  In America they advertise the same medicine completely differently: after taking the medicine, the sufferer immediately gets better, throws on a shirt and runs off, full of life and happiness, either to work, or to go and play tennis.

All of this – the silence, the hidden emotions, standing in line – is part of the code that the English learn when they are brought up, another indispensable part of which is consideration, including in the way they express themselves verbally in relation to those around them.  In England you can never say ‘thank you’ or ‘please’ too much, and it must be the only country in the world where you need to apologise if somebody else steps on your toes.  The consideration of English drivers always arouses the admiration of foreigners (even the French): they not only slow down to let you out, but smile and wave their hand while doing so, as if to say that it is they who are receiving pleasure from this.  They are fanatical about stopping whenever they see a pedestrian on a zebra crossing, even in London.  Sometimes it is even irritating.  In England the transport of horses is considered to be a dangerous business (well, anything could happen) and therefore you are not allowed to overtake a car carrying these wonderful animals so as not to frighten them.  You can quite often see a line of cars heading down an empty road behind a lorry carrying horses for several kilometres until the lorry finally turns off.

The English have also gone down in history as clever entrepreneurs, energetic and tireless in thinking up ways to do business and enrich themselves.  The story with French wine is typical.  Wine has been produced in France since times immemorial, or at least it can be proven that the ancient Romans took great pleasure in the wonderful drinks from the area now called Bordeaux, but it required the English to turn this product, which had been for drinking at home, into an important source of income.  In 1152, the English King Henry II married Eleanor of Aquitane and received a really quite good dowry: the south-western regions of France.  From then until 1453. the end of the Hundred Years War, the famous region of Bordeaux with all its wines was under the power of the English crown.

The English quickly came to appreciate the taste of the local wines and recognised their commercial value.  As one of the French guidebooks to wines notes “the English came, tasted, and wanted”.  As a result, the production of wine during this period (which the French call the ‘English occupation’) was moved on to an industrial footing and it is at this time that the large scale trade in wine began.  A similar situation occurred with the production of cognac: again it was the English who brought the taste of this warming drink to the whole world..  In fact, the French still drink it less than other nations do.

The business-like nature of the English sometimes irritates.  Dmitry Alexeyevich Milyutin, who was subsequently Russian Minister for War, visited England in the 1840s and did not speak very highly of the English because of their excessive (in his opinion) business-like manners:  “England is different from the continental European countries in every respect,” he wrote in his diary.  “Wherever you turn, life is bubbling away with intense activity.  Countless factories and enterprises are at work.  The enterprising John Bull knows no bounds.  There is much, much that we Russians should envy about England, but it is unlikely that we would be able to copy the English or borrow from them.  The character of the English people, which is practical, positive, energetic, and prudent, is in too sharp a contrast to our Russian, even Slavic nature.”  Milyutin even came to the conclusion that it is precisely the English people and their business-like manners which are the main reason why Russians prefer to go to Paris, Rome or Naples: “we feel more towards the French and the Italians than to the British or the Teutons.”

Nowadays, the English are often reproached for their lack of initiative and yearning for progress, for their desire to conserve the old and not change anything.  These sort of accusations are voiced particularly frequently from across the Atlantic. In his book about England ‘Notes from a Small Island’, Bill Bryson spent many pages lamenting the English loss of interest in technical innovations and in any sort of change in general.  “Let us try to remember”, he exhorts the reader, “what was the last invention which became a commercial success in this country, and when it was invented”.  He provided the answer himself, ‘cats eyes’ (the small reflectors placed in the road and which at one time they wanted to introduce to Moscow, but they did not reflect anything as they were instantly fouled up by the high-quality Moscow filth).  Not a particularly good result for a nation proud of its business activities.

In fact you do, sometimes, get the impression that this part of their national character (i.e., business, prudence and activity) was ‘taken’ to America by the colonisers, where it has taken root in the fertile soil and flowered plentifully.  It may also be that the activities of the English never were more than a way to satisfy their own interests and create the conditions for their own comfort.  Maybe they did not have that abstract love, or even passion, for business which wears out the Americans, without allowing them to relax and have a rest.  The English prefer to sleep on the laurels of their historic past and drink French cognac, which they so successfully managed ‘to do a deal on’ all that time ago.
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