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Preface

One of the most striking recent developments in the study of classics has been the growth in work on its modern reception; to the point where survey and reference volumes have begun to appear.1 In a sense, of course, classicists have always been interested in reception – no student of Latin literature can ignore the pervasive influence of Greek models (except perhaps in the field of satire, tota nostra). Traditionally, however, the conception of classical antiquity as a self-contained realm of exemplary value militated against any discussion of its subsequent history, except as an unproblematic process of transmission in which change was equated with corruption. The recognition that this process is affected both by historical contingency and by the motivation of those involved has opened up a less comforting but much more interesting field of study.

Classical reception studies have however grown unevenly. In the light of what was said above, it is perhaps unsurprising that the reception history of Latin literature has loomed large. Other areas of particular growth relate to genres unique to the modern world, most notably film. Indeed, this field has now reached the state where the beginnings of an internal historiography can be seen.2 It is perhaps a symptom of the dominance of visual culture in the early twenty-first century that another uniquely modern medium, radio – among the most influential cultural media in Britain from the 1920s to the 1950s – has been relatively neglected. As Amanda Wrigley shows in her exploration of Greek tragedy on BBC Radio, this is an area both rich in evidence and with the potential to provoke discussion on the nature of different modes of transmission and reception.

Though the reception of classical literature has been extensively studied, some modern literary genres have been relatively privileged, while others have been neglected. Here the former are represented by the discussion of nineteenth- and twentieth-century poetry by Harrison and Vandiver. In both cases, traditional techniques of close reading are employed, but are brought to bear on modern texts; in both cases, the comparison of different receptions of classical literature within specific generic forms (epic and war poetry) leads to insight into both genres and texts. Children’s literature, on the other hand, has been a neglected genre within reception studies, but as the chapters by Murnaghan and Roberts demonstrate, it offers rich rewards. Both chapters investigate the writing of twentieth-century women writers, both focus on two authors; but they are interestingly different. Murnaghan compares two writers, Mary Butts and Naomi Mitchison, who evoked and dealt with their own childhood memories through creating fiction set in the ancient world. In both cases, the work of Jane Harrison can be identified as an influence. Roberts looks at the reception by one author, Rosemary Sutcliff, not just of antiquity but of an earlier writer, Rudyard Kipling. She teases out the complexities of Kipling’s work, the differences between his and Sutcliff’s novels, and the intertextual mixture of absorption and competition in her use of her predecessor. Leanne Hunnings’ chapter considers three treatments of the story of Spartacus. Not only was this an unusual subject in nineteenth-century Britain, but the texts she considers are also strikingly varied: a radical play, a novel and a Chartist journal. The interaction between a relatively peaceable Britain and a Continent affected by revolution and conquest is evident in the history of these receptions.

The reception of Greek drama has been among the most fruitful topics in reception studies, as well as being perhaps the best organised.3 The field is represented here in the chapters by Ruth Hazel and Lorna Hardwick as well as by Amanda Wrigley’s essay. Hazel’s subject is the emergence of female power in two senses: both the appearance of female playwrights and directors in late twentieth-century Britain and the tearing apart of men by women (sparagmos) in plays. These themes and their interactions she pursues through four case studies; the classical paradigm of three tragedies and a satyr play. This last is represented in her analysis, appropriately, by a very male drama, the film The Full Monty. Lorna Hardwick pursues the discussion of post-colonial classics, to which she has already contributed substantially, in an interesting new direction: the post-colonial anxiety of the (ex-)colonisers themselves. Comparing the receptions of three plays, she makes good use of the varying reactions of theatre reviewers, pointing to ‘silences and hostilities’ which point to wider cultural unease. Her choice of plays written and first performed in England, Scotland and Ireland reveals a set of complicated colonial histories and discontents.

This brief summary should serve to indicate both the variety and the commonalities to be found in the volume. The range of media and genres covered will, I hope, contribute to the development of the field of classical reception. At the same time, it is worth pointing to the stability of a scholarly approach which combines strategic grasp and questioning with a sensitive analysis of textual detail. Many of the contributors clearly feel it natural to identify three or four contrasting and representative texts, and to ground their more general conclusions firmly in a detailed discussion of these. Their topics may not be those of traditional classical philology, but there is no question of the scholarly rigour with which they test new ideas in new fields.

All but two of the chapters in this book are based on contributions to a conference on British classics held at Baskerville Hall, Hay-on-Wye, in 2005. My thanks to the School of Humanities, University of Wales Swansea, for supporting the conference, and to David Gill and Anton Powell for help in organising it.4 I am also grateful to the contributors for their unstinting help in both providing and revising their texts. (Despite the gender balance of the volume, sparagmos has I believe never been on the agenda.) Finally, I must thank Deborah Blake and Ray Davies at Duckworth: it has been a pleasure to work with them.

Christopher Stray

June 2007

Notes

1. For example, Hardwick 2003b; Hardwick and Stray 2007.

2. See the contributions of Joanna Paul and Hanna Roisman in Hardwick and Stray 2007.

3. I am thinking of the Archive for the Performance of Greek and Roman Drama (Oxford), the Reception of Classical Texts Research Project at the Open University and the electronic journal Didaskalia.

4. Other papers from the meeting will appear in Hallett and Stray 2008.
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Spartacus in nineteenth-century England: proletarian, Pole and Christ

Leanne Hunnings

The tale of a slave-gladiator who challenged the might of Rome and almost triumphed has captured the Western imagination throughout the centuries with perhaps the best known representation of Spartacus finding expression in Howard Fast’s controversial novel of 1951. Written during the US McCarthyite era, the novel was subject to blacklist prohibitions on publication but was ultimately transferred to the silver screen at the behest of Kirk Douglas by Universal Studios in 1960, directed by Stanley Kubrick. Fast, in the introduction to his novel, writes:

This book … is a story of brave men and women who lived long ago, and whose names have never been forgotten. The heroes of this story cherished freedom and human dignity, and lived nobly and well. I wrote it so that those who read it, my children and others, may take strength for our own troubled future and that they may struggle against oppression and wrong – so that the dream of Spartacus may come to be in our own time.1

These exhortations to future generations to fight against oppression and wrong characterise the role that Spartacus played much earlier in the British cultural psyche of the nineteenth century – the three separate appropriations which this chapter engages with all to some degree find in Spartacus an iconic freedom-fighter for resistance to oppressive regimes or institutions. The terms of oppression vary for each author, and each author indulges in artistic licence so that the gladiator becomes an inspirational figure for their own causes. Yet they are united in their assimilation of an underdog, who, although ultimately crushed by his oppressors, rose up and challenged an incredibly powerful institution, shaking its very foundations.

Spartacus was not a common figure for appropriation in Europe until after the mid-eighteenth century, with Rousseau and Voltaire’s use of the gladiator in their philosophical arguments,2 and Saurin’s popular Spartacus: tragédie en cinq actes in 1760s France.3 Spartacus became fashionable, particularly in libertarian France in the 1800s, in art; with sculptures by Foyatier (1830s) and Barrias (1872) exhibited at the Salon,4 and in music such as Saint-Saëns’ prize-winning 1863 overture.5 Appropriations of Spartacus in Italy at this time took a different direction: for example, Italian radical Giovagnoli’s 1874 historical novel Spartaco supported ‘the nationalist agenda [and] the rhetoric of the novel was also anti-clerical in tone’,6 with its expression of ‘Garibaldian romanticism’.7 As Shaw notes, ‘men … used the image of Spartacus to think about, debate, and promote their own ideas of liberty …’8 and not necessarily in connection with chattel slavery. Yet, despite this European popularity, the Thracian gladiator did not appeal greatly to British Victorians at first: the English sculptor Gott was remarkable in his chosen use of The Death of Spartacus in 1820,9 as was Susanna Strickland in her exceptional novel of 1822, considered here. For two of the subsequent British appropriations of Spartacus that this chapter considers one can again discern foreign conduits: for the first, by Ernest Jones, it is the influence of the German Marx, who explicitly expressed admiration for Spartacus.10 Yet the second example, by Jacob Jones, contains a specific reference claiming influence of the American Robert Bird’s tragedy The Gladiator of 1831. Despite these foreign influences, however, these works are striking in their own right for their utilisation of the slave Spartacus in Britain at this time, and deserve attention in order to discern the motivations behind their employment of this hitherto largely neglected character. In this chapter I draw attention to and analyse English-language texts concerning Spartacus that have not been studied in detail before. At the same time I also wish to illuminate the manner in which the local, British expressions of the Spartacus myth are both related to, and distinct from, their Continental European counterparts in ways that can be explained by the specific forms taken by British political history, and by British engagement with the social causes of the period.

1815 saw the beginning of a massive clamour for political and social change in Georgian Britain. Debates about democracy arose,11 particularly questions regarding universal male voting in general elections. There was disillusionment with the organisation and uneven size of the electorates in constituencies,12 and growing disgruntlement amongst both the middle class (resentful of the 1815 Corn Laws) and the working class, fuelled by a poor economy and bad harvests. The arrival in 1828 of a new politically unskilled Prime Minister coupled with poor performance of the economy in 1829-30 hastened Tory decline, and Whig success in 1830 paved the (troubled) way for the so-called 1832 ‘Great’ Reform. The
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Jacob Jones’ Spartacus, or, The Roman Gladiator: A Tragedy in Five Acts








































































Susannah Strickland’s Spartacus: A Roman Story
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