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The clouding of history

Junzo Kawada

I often think about the clouding of history, how great civilizations become only the ghost
of what they once were. To me, history is a dialogue with the past, premised by bringing
the past to mind. Besides the past that exists in one’s memory, in word of mouth or the
written word, there is also the past that can be aroused in the imagination by relics and
ruins or by becoming a part of a historic landscape.

Some of these landscapes include buildings where people live yet today, buildings that
are not so much relics but rather have historical meaning, part of a landscape where
historical events occurred and life goes on. When 1 enter such a landscape, | sense the
clouding of history. A place where civilizations once prospered and then withered, where
the people who live there now also prosper but do not recall the civilizations past. The
figures of these modern people move me.

When traveling around western Asia and northern Africa, a strong sense of the
“clouding of history” arises. History, it seems to me, is not merely a simple thing that
moves along a single road and develops over time. We see this in Mesopotamia, humanity’s
oldest civilization; ancient Egypt, with its unique imperial civilization; the rich farming
culture of the Anatolian highlands. And in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, the three
religions derived from the powerful monotheism that had its origins in western Asia.

From the time of its creation in the 7th century to the end of the 15th century, Islam
spread outward to form an independent civilization covering most of western Asia and
northern Africa and as far as the Iberian peninsula. It was a civilization adorned with
geometric patterns and the voices of men, carving out time solely by the waxing and
waning of the moon. A civilization of courtyard fountains bubbling with water and
pristine white mosques. The great call of the muezzin announcing the greatness of Allah
at the silent moment of daybreak and amid the dry winds of twilight.

Borne by the values of the Protestantism that flourished in northern Europe, one of
the three monotheist religions split yet again and moved forward on a path of modernity.
Others did not. The worlds of Islam and Catholicism in western Asia and around the
Mediterranean Sea are now stagnant. Many Islamic societies have been colonized and are
cloaked in low levels of development. The magnificent relics and historical buildings of
western Asia and northern Africa call to the soul, and there is an overflowing abundance
of fruits, vegetables, lamb, and honey in the markets and bazaars. But in the men’s deeply
lined faces that say “our culture is being impoverished,” in the affectionate look of a
young girl, or in the form of an old man sitting by the roadside sipping mint tea, | see
the clouding of history and a mute critique of modernity. But modernity cannot last

forever. It, too, will become another of the many civilizations that wither.
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Temple of Hu{hur. Abu Simbel, Egypt (Aug. 1989)
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Temple of Isis, Philae, Egypt (Aug. 1989)
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