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In all history, argues Alsop, the retired Wash-
ington columnist, only five cultures have sus-
tained “art traditions’: classical antiquity,
the West after the Renaissance, imperial
China after the third century BC., Islam after
the ninth century, and Japan after the sixth
century. The sine qua non of an art tradition,
as Alsop sees it, is the practice of collecting, to
be distinguished from mere treasure-hunting
or antiquarianism. A culture with an art tra-
dition, says Alsop, must also have a historical
sense of, and theories about, art. Its artists
must feel an obligation to “innovate’” and go
beyond their predecessors. It must also sus-
tain art markets (with bloated prices, fakes,
signed works, and snobbery) and museums.
Alsop’s criteria thus exclude the medieval
and Byzantine periods; he insists there were
no collectors in either period. Equally pro-
vocative is his argument that collecting has
directly influenced ways of seeing and mak-
ing art: He points to the Florentine humanist
Niccold Niccoli, a late 14th-century collector
who, by urging the new fashion of the “an-
tique” upon his artist-friends Donatello, Ghi-
berti, and Brunelleschi, helped set the course
of 15th-century Italian art.

From Noah Webster’s 18th-century campaign
for a uniform “Federal English” to TV news-
caster Edwin Newman's mocking of contem-
porary misusages, America has had its share
of would-be reformers of our common tongue.
But these crusades, led chiefly by amateur
grammarians, have had little effect. Ameri-
cans, says Baron, a University of Illinois lin-
guist, have never felt the need for systematic
language-planning (such as exists in Norway,
Turkey, Israel) or of institutions (such as
France’s sacrosanct Academie Frangaise) em-
powered to carry out deliberate reform. Ben-
jamin Franklin failed in his effort to establish
a phonetic alphabet, intended, among other
things, to help poor spellers. Bishop Robert



