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PREFACE

This book is designed to introduce students to the hu-
manities in an interdisciplinary context. We fecl that
in an introductory humanities course the student's per-
sonal growth should take place on three levels: 1) his-
torical, 2) aesthetic, and 3) philosophical. The overall
purpose of the two volumes can best be described by
breaking it down into these three categories.

The Historical Level

We stress the concept of “cultural roots” because one
cannot understand the culture in which one lives with-
out some notion of what went into its making. There-
fore, we have made every effort here to link the “roots”
discussed to aspects of the contemporary American cul-
tural environment. This can be a knotty problem be-
cause such links can sometimes be too facile, and we
would also like students to discover that cultures re-
mote in time or space can be worth studying simply for
themselves. This, too, is part of a growth process in his-
torical depth. Volume I treats three cultural roots:
Greco-Roman, Judeo-Christian, and West African. This
choice needs some justification, since many Americans
have other cultural roots as well: oriental, Middle East-
ern, north European, Latin American, American In-
dian, to name a few. Still, the Greco-Roman and the
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Judeco-Christian traditions undoubtedly constitute the
bases of the Western humanities. African culcure, a
long neglected field of study, has contributed signifi-
cantly to modern Afro-American art and thought and
in many ways to Western culture in general. In addi-
tion, African culture offers the opportunity to study
some fundamental aspects of the humanities in a truly
interdisciplinary context.

In the discussion of cach of these “roots,” we
adopted the policy of focusing on one period and/or
place. The focus for the Greco-Roman root is on fifth-
century B.C. Athens, that for the Judeo-Christian on
medicval Europe, that for Africa on the Yoruba people.
This means, for cxample, that some significant monu-
ments of classical Greek drama, sculpture, and archi-
tecture can be examined rather extensively, while early
Greece and Rome receive a briefer treatment. In our
discussion of the Renaissance and Reformation periods
we emphasize the fusion of the Greco-Roman and
Judeo-Christian roots and focus on the development of
humanism in fifteenth-century Italy and its diffusion
in the north.

If we pursued the same metaphor, Volume II might
be called “’stems, leaves, and flowers.” Here, too, an at-
tempt is made to focus and spread out, more than to
survey and to spread thin. The court of Louis XIV in
the seventeenth century, the Enlightenment in France
and America, the romantic movement, the Industrial
Revolution, the modernist movement and Black cul-
turc in the United States all provide centers around
which interrclated humanitics can be discussed.

The Aesthetic Level

On the whole, we follow the same “focal”” principle
in the acsthetic domain. In presenting music, we oper-
ate on the assumption that a student will retain more
from listening to and analyzing an entire work than
from reading music history and theory and hearing
snippets. In dealing with art and literature, it is some-
times possible to make an important point with a pho-
tograph and a caption or with a close analysis of a briet
literary passage. Nevertheless, in the presentation of
major works in the focal periods, we assume that it is
morc useful for a student to look at the whole of
Chartres cathedral than to skim the history of medie-

val art, and to read all of Oedipus Rex rather than bits
and summaries from scveral Greek tragedies. With
lengthy works such as ¢pics and novels this is, of
course, not possible. The analyses of extremely short
passages such as those from the Hiad and the Aeneid
arc intended to serve as introductions to the works. A
teacher may well wish to assign one or more epics oY
novels as supplementary reading.

Dance, an often neglected art form, is given more ex-
tensive treatment here than in other humanities texts.
Entire dance compositions can, of coursc, be appreci-
ated only in live performance or film, and we will list
resources for the latter in the Instructor's Guide. Also
in the guide will be some suggestions for “sensitivity
exercises” designed to involve students actively in the
aesthetic process and in interrelating the arts. These
may be used as warm-ups during the first few days of
class or introduced at any point. It has been our experi-
ence that a long introductory chapter on how to look,
listen, and read is largely wasted; therefore, we treat
such matters in the introductions to individual works.
Questions on the nature of genre are treated in the cul-
tural context in which they originate, notably in an-
cient Greece. We place much importance on study
questions that require the student to read, look, and lis-
ten carcfully.

While we try to avoid jargon, we feel that some
knowledge of the technical vocabulary of criticism in
the arts is essential for literate discussion. Difficult or
unfamiliar terms appear in italics the first time they are
used in any given chapter, indicating that they are de-
fined in the Glossary.

The Philosophical Level

It may well be objected that we compromise the focal
method in our prescntation of philosophy since no en-
tire philosophical works appear in the book. This is
largely due to considerations of space; but it is also truc
that, when dealing with a work in terms of certain fun-
damental ideas rather than in terms of aesthetic whole-
ness, the “snippet” method is not so objectionable. Be-
ginning humanities students are probably not ready to
read Aristotle’s Ethics in its entirety, yet they should
be able to see how Aristotle’s ideas are essential to the
cultural roots of the modern world.



The student’s personal growth in the philosophical
area means, however, something much broader than
his or her contact with formal philosophy. The (idecal)
student whosc historical awarencss is incrcased by an
understanding of cultural roots and whose aesthetic
sensitivity is hcightened by personal confrontation
with a variety of works of art should also be able to cx-
pand his or her mind through contact with diverse
ideas. A humanities course should cnable students to
refine their thinking on the basic questions that affect
all mankind, to formulate more clearly their personal
values, and to discuss these with intellectual rigor
rather than in vaporous bull sessions. Teachers should
welcome debates that might arise from a comparison
between Genesis and African mythology, the “woman”

Xii Preface

question in Lysistrata and in John Stuart Mill, and the
relative merits of realistic and abstract art or tonal and
atonal music. We offer some topics for controversial
discussion in the guide, but teachers and students will
find many more.

Individual teachers will decide which aspects of the
humanities and which cultural roots they wish to em-
phasize. We hope that this book will offer enough flex-
ibility to be useful for a variety of approaches.

MARY ANN FRESE WITT
CHARLOTTE VESTAL BROWN
ROBERTA ANN DUNBAR
FRANK TIRRO

RONALD G. WITT
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