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The Classics

THE CLASSICAL BACKGROUND OF
ENGLISH LITERATURE. By J. A. K.
Thomson. George Allen & Unwin Litd.

HE classics have long lost

their supremacy in educa-

tion, and are everywhere
under attack. In New Zealand,
outside the university, Greek is
taught in only a few schools,
which means that nearly all uni-
versity students who take Greek
have to start from the Dbeginning.
In some schools it is positively difficult
for a parent who believes in Latin to get
a child taught it. Perhaps with a bit of
a shock one finds students taking an arts
course—say in history—without having
learned any Latin at all, and wonders
how they get.on. How do they manage
with words and ideas—their history and
significance—and literary and historical
allusions? Into our language and litera-
ture is interwoven the immense heritage
from Greece and Rome. Ta those who
have a feeling for words and literature
and history, not a day passes but a slight
knowledge of Latin or Greek or both
adds to the interest of life. Pass by
Latin, my son, it might be said—adapt-
ing an American witticism—and you will
be happy, but you will miss a lot of
fun.

Every secondary school pupil learns
that our language is heavily Latinised.
Every university student in English is
taught something of the effect the clas-.
sical writers have exercised on English
fiterature from Chaucer to the present
day. The subject is so vast, however,
that before very long it is seen to be one
for specialisation. What Professor Thom-
son has set out to do—he is professor
Emeritus of Classics in the University
of London--is to reduce it to a reason-
able compass, in a book that will help
the student and interest the general
reader who has a taste for letters. Pro-
fessor Thomson has already made a
name for himself as an interpreter of
the Greek world, Among his books is the
delightful Greeks and Barbarians, one of
the best expositions of the Greek spirit
in literature and life, What happened
was that there was an extraordinary
flowering of literature in Greece, and
largely as a result of this, a flowering
in Rome. These two literary movements
spread through the western civilised
world. But then came the Dark Ages and
the Middle Ages, and to change the
metaphor, the streams which had flowed
clear and définitely became to-a largs
extent lost in a world of sand and swamp.
What happened igt‘his period must have
puzzled many people.

Mr. “Thomson tells us what each sig-
nificant writer in Greece and Rome did
—he is rather less concerned with what
he wrote than with how he wrote it—
and then skilfully tracks the stream
through the sand and swamp. In that
Iong period before the Renaissance,
Latin was the language of culture, but it
was monastic, not classical Latin, and the
world of learning knew its Greek and
Latin classics largely through secondary
sources. Almost all that the Middle Ages
in Western Europe knew of Plato was a
dialogue done in Latin from an Arabic
translation. Much of classical literature
was irretrievably lost.

The old conception of the Renaissance
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Las “a sudden explosion of .dawn at the
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MATTHEW ARNOLD
Significant both as poet and critic

end of a long night of Stygian darkness”
has gone. It was a slower movement.
But it had immexgse and lasting effects
on Western culture. It was Greek litera-
ture more than Roman that was revived.
Scholars cultivated classical, not monas-
tic Latin, and it was thought that men
of letters everywhere would write in this
tongue and style. The vernacular lan-
guages prevailed, but they were reorgan-
ised, revivified, and almost trapsformed.
Professor Thomson guides us through
the effects of the Renaissance in Eng-
lish literature. The emphasis on correct-
ness in the 18th Century produced the
Romantic Movement, of which an Ameri-
can scholar has said that it was the
worst thing that ever happened to the
modern world, because it so largely de-
stroyed the old respect for order. The
two ideals will be more or less opposed
to each other to the end of time. The
classical stands for order, with its peril
of stagnation, and the romantic for Iree-
dom, with its peril of license.

Yet the two are not incompatible,
There was a romantic element in Greek
literature, and classical and romantic
are mixed in our own. Many of the
writers who brought the Romantic move-
ment into English literature or devel-
oped it, had a classical background.
Tennyson is steeped in the classics, es-
pecially in Virgil, and his poem on his
master is one of the noblest ever written
by one great poet about another, To
Professor Thomson, Matthew Arnold is
particularly significant, not only for the

classical element in his poetry, but for.

the idems about poetry that he set out

‘so precisely in critical prose.

One example of the enormous in-
fluence exerted by the classics must suf-
fice. Cicero is not highly regarded to-day
as a philosopher or a statesman, But
Professor Thamson says, “no other writer
ancient or modern is so important in thé
history of prose style.” Moreover one of
his books, his letters to his student son
at Athens, “a popular treatise on the
public and private duties of a Roman
gentleman,” became a handbook qf
practical ethics in England, and greatly
influenced the English conception of
what a gentleman should be. “A Whig
statesman - of the 18th Century, for gx-
ample, is far more like Cicero’s Roman
than he is like anything in the Bible.”
But might we not go further, and say

that the public school ideal of the 19th
Century, despite the strong Christian
emphasis that Arnold gave it, also shows
this Ciceronian influence? In the Eng-
lishman of that class there is a good deal
of the Roman. Professor Thomson takes
the story right up to the present day—to
T. S. Eliot and Aldous Huxley. Some
great writers have not been influenced
by the classics at all. On the whole the
direct influence of the classics has de-
creased, but this is balanced to some
extent by the greater vogue of transla-
tions, which has spread second-hand
knowledge of classical literature, history
and art. Professor Thomson goes so far
as to say it would be unreasonable to
assume that a man who has made a
special study of English or French should
as a matter of course acquire a know-
ledge of Greek and Latin literature in
the original. He thinks it not at all im-
possible that classical education “will
become so impoverished as to be hardly
worthwhile for the ordinary student,” but
this has happened before, and the study
of the classics has always revived.
“There is no reason even to expect that
the immediate and direct influence of
the classics on authors will disappear.”

Since we in New Zealand are the in-
heritors of European and especially Eng-
lish culture, what Professor Thomson
says applies more or less to our own
literature. But one special point may be
made. We need the spirit of the classics,
but not necessarily all their forms and
themes. Some years ago A. R. D. Fair-
burn made a proper protest against the
vogue of Greek woodland deities in Aus-
tralian and New Zealand poetry. Pan
and nymphs have really no place in the
bush of either country. —AM

A PERIODICAL FOR POETRY .

POETRY QUARTERLY: WINTER 1947-
1948, Edited by Wrey Gardiner. Grey
Walls Press, London.

HE urge to write poetry is stronger

than the urge to write prose. It is
accepted that poetry does not pay, but
any - editor or publisher will tell you
that this does not deter the poet or
the would-be poet from writing it. More-
over, there are quite a number of pub-
lications . devoted to poetry, We haye
them in New Zealand and Australia.
No doubt some or most of them find
the slopes of Parnassus a tangle . of
financial worry which obstructs the view,
but they carry on bravely. In thia num-
ber of the London Poetry Quarterly we
notice that the Poetry Revisw, founded
in 1909, is still going, with a new editor;
that Poetry (London) has appeared
agein after a long silence; and that there
is @ new periodical called Verse, The
editor also mentions a new quarterly
The Changing World, but it is not clear
whether or not this is wholly devoted
to verse. Poetry, says the editor, ‘is
on the move.”” Many people would
like to know where, and perhaps they
will find some of the answer in Poetry
Quarterly. There are 20 pages of verse,
and the rest is criticism of poets past
and present, including Richard Alding-
ton’s Poetry of the FEnglish-speaking
World (which, by the way, contains
nothing from Australia or New Zea-
land), and recent anthologies. 6f the

(continued on next page)
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