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	1998
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	Classical content throughout
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	Iphigenia in Crimea
	Radio play with embedded translation
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	Many discussions of Classics






Series’ Editor Preface

The present volume marks the fourth innovative contribution to the series Classical Receptions in Twentieth-Century Writing (CRTW), a project that seeks to explore the modalities and textures of modern classicisms in the works of writers recognized for their global impact on modern poetics, philosophy, politics and the arts. CRTW approaches this aim from two distinct yet interrelated perspectives: it asks how modern authors’ appeals to the classical past open up new understandings of their oeuvres and contexts, and it considers how this process in turn renders new insights into the classical world. In plotting twentieth-century receptions of Graeco-Roman antiquity from this two-way perspective, the series aims to promote dynamic, highly interdisciplinary discussions for readers of Classics and Literary and Classical Studies. Indeed, a key feature of the series is its extensive range and scope. It looks at both Anglophone and non-Anglophone writers from modernities around the globe, as well as writers still or until recently active in their field, as is the case of Tony Harrison in the present volume, or our forthcoming studies in Wole Soyinka, and Simon Armitage. Each of these authors is considered primarily as a writer whose interest in antiquity has contributed to a significant revision of aesthetics, philosophical and political thought, identity studies, gender studies, translation studies, visual culture, performance studies, urban studies and cultural criticism, amongst other areas of knowledge. In this sense, CRTW aspires to promote a new intellectual space and critical direction for those producing research on Twentieth-Century Studies with a focus on Classics and vice versa.
 
The series furthermore aims to re-energize aspects of reception premises and practice. Over the last two decades, Classical Reception has developed broadly into four main fruitful areas of investigation: periods and/or movements (e.g. Humanism; the Enlightenment; the Victorians), media (e.g. film; sculpture; painting; the stage; musicology; comics), theory and criticism (e.g. psychoanalysis; gender studies; deconstruction; postcolonialism); and geopolitical regions (e.g. Africa; the Caribbean; Latin America; Eastern Europe; Australasia). These lines of enquiry have been instrumental in shaping methodological agenda and directions, as well as offering tremendous insights into discourses of Graeco-Roman antiquity in space and time. Yet, within the histories of classical receptions focusing on periods and regions, the twentieth century has been underexamined as a thematic unit. On the one hand, there has been a preponderance of focus in studies in English on Anglophone, Francophone and Germanophone receptions. This has been in part corrected by postcolonial reception studies with a focus on geopolitical regions outside of Western Europe. What has been missing is a perspective that combines not only an appreciation of Western and non-Western receptions, but also an understanding of these reception phenomena within a global, and not merely regional, framework. CRTW seeks to address this tangible gap, moving beyond isolated treatments and into full-scale investigations of authors recognized both for radical re-readings of the classical past and for challenging received ideas about the identity and cultural mobility of antiquity in the Western tradition. Interdisciplinarity is at the heart of such a reconsideration of reception in the series. Instead of treating reception as a sub-discipline of Classics, or as an expansion of the disciplinary boundaries of Classics, CRTW conceives it as a hub for interdisciplinary exchange amongst multiple subjects, disciplinary practices and scholarly expertise. It addresses some of the most profound shifts in practices of reading, writing and thinking in recent years within the arts and humanities, as well as in the poetics of reading the classics that one finds in twentieth-century writing itself.

Beyond reception, each individual study in the series draws attention to the specific quality of a modern author’s classicism, as well as the ways in which that author negotiates classical ideals and values. Such is the case with the outstanding oeuvre of award-winning poet Tony Harrison (Leeds, 1937–). In Tony Harrison: Poet of Radical Classicism, Edith Hall offers a distinct reading of how classical antiquity informs key aspects of this author’s poetics and identity politics, from his classical education at Leeds Grammar School and the University of Leeds, to the extraordinary breadth and scope of his artistic production, most notably, ‘Newcastle in Peru (1969)’, The Loiners (1970), Phaedra Britannica (1975), ‘The Oresteia (1981), v.’ (1985), Medea: A Sex-War Opera (1985), The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus (1990), Prometheus (1998), Metamorpheus (2000) and Iphigenia in Crimea (2017). Instead of simply concentrating on the presence of the classics in his writing, Hall draws strategic attention to how Harrison carefully selects Graeco-Roman materials as ‘models of eloquence’, which he experimentally adopts to develop his public voice about social and political concerns of his time. At the heart of this enterprise is what Hall identifies as Harrison’s ‘radical classicism’. This is by no means a mere slogan. In fact, it emerges as a shorthand for an approach that requires careful consideration. As Hall puts it, Harrison’s brand of classicism is ‘radical’ in the ‘special sub-sense of containing a commitment to ‘root-and-branch’ socio-political change of a left-wing rather than right-wing nature’. It is from the perspective of the radical left that Harrison’s ‘classicism’ thus acquires certain semantic inflections which dramatically depart from other connotations of the term. Most notably, readers of Hall’s chapters will not find an author whose love for the classics serves to idealise Graeco-Roman antiquity or to portray its literary and material productions as qualitatively superior to those of other cultural traditions or subsequent periods in Western history. On the contrary, in each of her nine chapters one discovers a refreshing profile of a poet who treats ‘ancient writers and figures as equals speaking to the contemporary public in vibrant living voices from the transhistorical community of authors with whom he interacts in diverse but never deferential ways’. From this angle, Hall explores the multiple ways in which Harrison combines the formalistic controls found in Graeco-Roman textual, visual and epigraphic culture with a distinctive form of colloquialism that revolves around aural echoes and soundscapes, syntactic economy and experimentation, and rhythms close to what has been characterised as a ‘jazz-like spontaneity’. Examples of this combination abound Hall’s chronological structure, which moves from her explorations of the interplay of statuary and classicism in Harrison’s early poetry, through his experiments in verse drama and Aeschylus’ Oresteia, to his ‘prosodic motions’ of the figure of Prometheus and his classically-informed poetic autobiography. In her close analyses of Harrison’s poetry, translations, poetic films, and other materials, Hall presents us with a writer who constantly recalls classical myths, history, artifacts, and the authorial voices of the ancient Mediterranean, from Aeschylus to Martial and beyond, to articulate local and global social and political agenda, in particular. Here, readers can effectively trace Harrison’s uses of antiquity as a rhetorical conduit for his ongoing concerns about class and gender inequality and exclusion, the impact of oppressive regimes, the plight and deprivations of war, and the injustices suffered by minority groups, to name just a few. If one returns to the intellectual ambitions of the present series discussed above, Hall’s volume makes for a timely contribution. It introduces a contemporary author whose radical aesthetics prompt us to a substantial rethinking of the classics and the practice of reception. But it also crucially suggests new ways of questioning the uses of the classical past, as well as the place and roles this past can (or should?) have in the shifting ethical and political codes of our new century.

Laura Jansen, University of Bristol
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‘Models of eloquence’: Radical Classicism

Idiosyncratic classicism

These are the extempore words with which Tony Harrison introduced some of his poems at an event organized by the campaign to save the Classics Department at Royal Holloway, University of London, in 2011:


I owe a huge debt to the Classics. Classics has been in my bloodstream since I was eleven. I absolutely absorbed it greedily. It gave me all kinds of models of eloquence I’ve been mining ever since, in my poetry, my theatre work, and in my films.1


He used four successive metaphors to describe his personal relationship with Classics: a financial one (debt), two physiological ones (bloodstream, greedily) and an industrial one (mining). These offer insights into his subjective feelings about classical literature, but also into the scope of his poetry, where economics, work, material production and corporeality are constant concerns. Classics gave him ‘models of eloquence’ – a carefully chosen phrase.

‘Eloquence’ has been one of Harrison’s signature nouns ever since his second book-length volume of poetry was published in 1978 under the title From ‘The School of Eloquence’ and Other Poems. ‘The School of Eloquence’ was one of the revolutionary London Corresponding Society’s euphemisms for their meetings, necessitated by the censorship laws of the 1790s. As members of the School of Eloquence they pretended to be assembling innocently to study rhetoric via classical authors, especially Cicero. But the real purpose was to plan republican constitutional reform.2 The word ‘eloquence’, in Harrison’s speech, is always suggestive of his identification with the history of democratic republicanism.

This book addresses the relationship between Harrison’s poetry and the ancient Graeco-Roman world, between the Bronze-Age backdrop to the myths enacted in Homer and ancient tragedy, and the triumph of Christianity around the end of the fourth century CE. The shorthand for that relationship in this book’s title is ‘radical classicism’. The uses to which Harrison puts the classical worlds are undoubtedly ‘radical’ in the special sub-sense of containing a commitment to ‘root-and-branch’ socio-political change of a left-wing rather than right-wing nature. By 1822 the term ‘radical’ was intuitively paired with ‘Jacobinical’;3 the 1841 autobiography of the Lancashire Chartist Samuel Bamford was entitled Passages in the Life of a Radical. But ‘classicism’ is ambiguous. It is not an ancient concept. Rival terms have been coined, such as Thomas Mann’s ‘classicity’ (Klassizität) in 1911.4 As Theodore Ziolkowski writes in his study of Modernism, every ‘classicism’ is embedded in its own era, and is ‘always a synthesis of past and present and never simply a restoration of antiquity’.5

Harrison’s idiosyncratic classicism eludes analysis according to many resonances of the term, such as the principles of proportion, moderation, simplicity, order and quiet dignity.6 The earliest instances, in the nineteenth century, emerged in response to the term ‘Romanticism’. In an 1826 review of an edition of Alberto Nota’s comedies, the author says that the Italians’ ‘national character and literature’ contains ‘classic elements’ (by which he means elements inherited from classical Latin literature), so that, for Italians, in what he calls ‘regular composition’, ‘Romanticism … will always be tempered by classicism’. He alludes to the Italians’ insistence that plays must have aesthetic unity, an inheritance of the Aristotelian tradition.7 Harrison certainly adheres to one of the formal tenets of ‘regular composition’ in his relishing of the constraints imposed on the poet by formal metre, as we shall see. He could loosely be accommodated by Sherard Vines’ definition of English classicism, which, despite its great ‘elasticity’, he says displays ‘correctness, good sense, grandeur and dignity’.8 Harrison’s ‘correctness’ does not extend beyond formal restrains, although his consistent outlook might well qualify as expressing ‘good sense’, and despite its earthiness, his poetry is often both grand and dignified. But he breaks all other rules ever invented by self-appointed policemen of literary form and content; he has no interest in nationalism or national literatures. His poetry is as informed by Romantic poets (Byron, Keats and Shelley; Hugo and Rimbaud; Goethe and Heine) as ‘Augustan’ or ‘classical’ ones.

His is not the impersonal, intellectual, morally didactic classicism associated with French authors of the later seventeenth century, however much he learned from translating Molière’s The Misanthrope and Racine’s Phèdre in the 1970s. Nor is it not the learned, crafted but critical and often satirical English classicism of Jonson, Dryden, Addison and Pope, however much he has absorbed from reading them immersively. Even less does Harrison’s classicism imply that he regards certain Greek or Roman artefacts ‘as the best of their category, often with the implication that their heyday is past’.9 He never glorifies classical antiquity, being aware, like the English radical Tom Paine, that idealizing it prevents living generations from conceiving a better future.10 Nor does he regard ancient texts as either qualitatively superior or ‘over and done with’; he treats ancient writers and figures as equals speaking to the contemporary public in vibrant living voices from the transhistorical community of authors with whom he interacts in diverse but never deferential ways. Harrison’s ancients speak to him in the present tense.

Nor is composer Wolfgang Rihm’s diagnosis of ‘classicism’ as the monopoly of the past relevant to Harrison. Rihm proposes that ‘something of the present can never be classic. Classicism always is when it has been.… Classicism becomes.’11 But Harrison’s poetry has often been of such terrifying immediacy that it is classical, in his sense, at the moment of first publication or performance, especially his ‘news poems’ for The Guardian in the 1990s.12 By being commissioned to write precisely about headline issues, such poetry has led to him being described as ‘a public poet in the classical tradition’.13 In ‘A Cold Coming’ (taking its title, ironically, from the first line of T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Journey of the Magi’), which the newspaper published in 1991, Harrison makes the ‘charred Iraqi’ in his burnt-out vehicle assume that the Western press had avoided images of Gulf War Iraqi dead for the same reason that he doubts ‘victorious Greeks let Hector join their feast as spoiling spectre’.14 This use of the Iliad in a newspaper shares something with the ‘mass classicism’ which Jonathan Awtrey sees ‘was an essential component for social cohesion’ in New England in the 1770s, when Joseph Warren was using Ciceronian oratory to forge a ‘familiar language’ through which Bostonians were enabled to ‘understand their revolution and to imagine a republic of equal citizens’ during a turbulent historical moment.15

For a similar reason, Harrison’s classicism is not illuminated by Salvatore Settis’ claim that the ‘uniqueness’ of Western classicism, in comparison with Chinese, Indian and other great but ‘static’ civilizations, lies in its notion of the cyclical return of classical periods.16 Harrison is not particularly absorbed by the Renaissance or other periodic revivals of interest in the ancient world; his work contains nothing equivalent to Ezra Pound’s Canto I, which reworks Odysseus’ visit to the Underworld through Andreas Divus’ Renaissance Latin translation of the Odyssey (1538).17 Although Harrison engages, sardonically, with the great Modernists, Eliot as well as Pound,18 he would contest Alexander Kluge’s claim that for contemporary artists, early twentieth-century Modernists are our equivalent to classical authors and that engaging with them is our classicism.19

The transhistorical republic of writers

Harrison departs from earlier post-Renaissance classicisms in his lack of interest in religion and commitment to candour; he embraces the frank voices of the ancient Greek and Roman lyric, comic and satirical traditions, before they were silenced by Christianity, about both sex and excretion. He could never relate to Eliot’s Catholicism or even Pound’s anti-Christian Confucianism. He is fascinated by every feature of Milton’s poetry except its ardent Protestantism. His poems rarely engage with biblical literature except when regretting the ‘droning vicar’ at his mother’s funeral who ‘misquotes Ecclesiastes Chapter 3’.20 He resents the historical connection between the classical curriculum and the Anglican hierarchy, ‘the vicar teaching Classics’ representing sexual and colonial repression in his ‘Doodlebugs’ and the prurient ‘Classics/RI master’ of ‘Wordlists’.21

The poem ‘The Pomegranates of Patmos’ (1989) is a satire on the Christian tradition that God ordered St John (‘a batty old bugger’) to write the ‘Apocalypse’ on the island, and that he dictated it to his disciple Prochorus. This tradition is weighed against Harrison’s heady and verbally explicit sex with his lover there, entailing a ribald invitation to think of Sappho’s erotic poems by inverting the loneliness of her haunting fragment about sleeping alone after the moon and the Pleiades have set.22 It contains one of his most outrageous stanzas (the Greek word is the divine imperative, ‘write!’ pronounced ‘GRAPSON’):


And the God with gargantuan ΓΡΑΨΟΝ

commanding that crackpot to write

is a Big Daddy bastard who craps on

the Garden of Earthly Delight.


Made the same year, the film-poem The Blasphemers’ Banquet, broadcast on BBC 1 on 31 July 1989, criticized Islam during the furore surrounding Salman Rushdie’s 1988 publication of The Satanic Verses. The novel, which deals with the life of Muhammad, was condemned by many Muslims as blasphemous. The Iranian Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa
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Poem as turning-point: ‘Newcastle is Peru’
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