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do we need the classics?  
theory and practice of finding a canon

arturo cattaneo

Life-long classics

let us begin with three episodes, far away in time and space and yet closely related to the 
theme of this paper.

on 17 June 1783 samuel Johnson, better known in anthologies of english literature 
as dr Johnson, suffered a paralytic stroke when he was alone at home. in a letter of 19 
June 1783 to mrs Thrale he has left us a remarkable account of what happened. immedi-
ately after the stroke, Johnson says, he prayed to god for his mind to be spared, whatever 
might happen to his body. Then, to test his mind, he began to compose his prayer in 
latin verse. finally, scanning the lines he had just composed and finding they were not 
very good, he knew his mind was unimpaired. only then did he feel somehow reassured 
(though he still had not recovered his voice) and managed to sleep.

on a similar occasion lord byron, struck by a fever so high that he feared it might 
endanger his mental powers, to make sure that he was still in possession of his mind began 
to recite the genealogies of the byzantine emperors, which he knew by heart from his 
classical readings. it was the spring of 1824: byron was in missolonghi, greece, where he 
would die in a few weeks while fighting for the cause of greek independence.

nearly a century later, in the trenches of the western front in World War i, during the 
hardest and most inhuman battle ever fought in europe, the british poet robert graves, 
his limbs and senses benumbed by unbearable cold, tried to keep both awake by compos-
ing latin epigrams – which, as he gentlemanly puts in Goodbye To All That, was his way 
of “killing time” while waiting to kill or be killed.

These three episodes, involving different writers and taking place in different epochs, 
point to a common ideal: the belief, so deeply rooted as to become a sort of survival in-
stinct, that the classics were not just the indispensable acquisition of any gentleman, but 
the test of all civilization and indeed of mental soundness. gentlemen and writers, in the 
eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries turned to their classical upbringing 
not only in their time of leisure but in the most trying circumstances of life – even in the 
face of death.
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How the “Encyclopaedia Britannica” changed its mind about the classics

These first considerations clearly indicate that in dealing with the classics we cannot avoid 
putting ourselves in a historical perspective. The notion of the classics, whether in greek 
and latin or in a vernacular language, has always been subjected to some degree of change 
and accommodation. some seventy years ago the question mark in the title of this paper 
would have seemed either irrelevant or provocative, at least among the educational and 
cultural establishment – or, we may say, the establishment tout court. if we look at the 
entry ‘classics’ in the xiii and xiv editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1927 and 
1929 respectively), we are confronted first with two closely written pages, packed with in-
formation about “classical education” not only in england, italy or france but also in bel-
gium, norway, sweden, czechoslovakia, and the latin american countries. There follow 
seven and a half pages on the classics, their civilizing influence, their history in ancient 
greece and rome, up to modern times – a thorough account studded with quotations 
from greek and latin authors. 

now let us turn to the 1980 edition of the Britannica. That opus magnum is now 
divided into Macropaedia, made up of the volumes with the longer and, one would pre-
sume, more important entries, and Micropaedia, where the more numerous and shorter 
entries are stacked. now, in the Macropaedia there is no single entry devoted to the clas-
sics: we glide from “clarendon, edward hyde, 1st earl of ” to “classification, biological”. 
in the Micropaedia, on the other hand, we find:

“classic (skiing): see nordic”
“classical ballet”
“classical bath: see thermae”
“classical economics”
“classical education” – here we are at last, though only for a few short lines: “The study 
of anciently revered authors or of the language (or languages) in which they wrote. in 
europe and countries settled by europeans, this study of latin and often of greek authors 
long formed the core of the traditional school curriculum. in india, classical education has 
centred on the vedas and sanskrit; in china, it has been based on confucian and other 
ancient writings”.

Then there follow a dozen or so more entries involving the term ‘classical’ or ‘classic’: 

“classical literature, of ancient greece and rome…” (a few lines)
“classical mechanics”
“classical period, in music, the era approximately from 1750 to 1820”
“classical symphony (1916-17), orchestral work by sergey prokofiev”
“classical tragedy, french”
“classical car (automobile): see veteran car club”
“classicism, in visual arts…” (a few lines)
“classic of changes (chinese literature)”
“classic of filial piety (chinese literature)”
“classic history (chinese literature)”
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“classic of poetry (chinese literature)”
“classic of the Yellow court (early taoist text)”
“classic period, in meso-american civilization, period from ad 100 to 900.”

We may note, in the first place, that in the course of little more than fifty years the idea of 
the classics as formulated in what is sometimes held to be the summa of Western knowl-
edge changed dramatically. What used to be a single, fairly well-defined concept has been 
fragmented, pulverized into a host of definitions, most of which have nothing to do with 
the previuosly accepted idea of the classics. in the second place, even in a traditional entry 
like “classical education” cultures other than the european are brought in, thus tacitly 
undermining the old assumption that anything classical had to come out of europe or, to 
quote the Britannica, “countries settled by europeans”.

These first two remarks about the redefinition the term ‘classic’ has recently under-
gone, obvious as they are, point to new beliefs and needs of modern culture to which we 
shall come back later on. They may help us to assess what the classics represent for us in 
the dramatically changed conditions of the early twenty-first century. changed condi-
tions, moreover, which have been particularly dramatic for teachers and educators, since 
traditions are harder to die in schools and academia than perhaps anywhere else. teachers 
in our time are under a double burden: they still feel thay have to teach the classics in 
some way (and school programmes still expect them to do so, whether explicitly or im-
plicitly); but they cannot help sharing the modern age’s uncertainties about what exactly 
a classic is, how we may recognize it, and how we may teach it.

such a feeling of despodency is well illustrated by ernst cassirer in a work on this 
subject, The Logic of the Humanities:

The advance of culture continually presents men with new gifts; but the 
individual sees himself more and more cut off from the enjoyment of them. 
and what is the good of all this wealth which no single self can ever trans-
mute into his own living possession? instead of being liberated, is not the 
individual ego newly burdened by it? in such considerations we first en-
counter cultural pessimism in its sharpest and most radical formation… the 
ego no longer draws from culture the consciousness of its own power; it 
draws only the certainty of its impotence1.

in the face of such uncertainty, let us go further into our subject with the help of that re-
vered humanistic, i.e. classical, instrument of knowledge and understanding: finding the 
etymology of a word. What did ‘classic’ mean in origin? how does that meaning affect 
our present view of a classic work of literature?

1 Quoted in o.b. hardison, jr., Toward Freedom & Dignity – The Humanities and the Idea of Humanity, The 
Johns hopkins university press, baltimore/london 1972, p. 29.
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The heyday of the classic ideal

a certain practical quality has always been attached to the idea of the classic, despite the 
almost religious aura that has accrued to the notion in the course of time. The first docu-
mented use of the term is by aulus gellius, a second-century latin writer. in his Noctes 
Atticae he opposes the scriptor classicus to the scriptor proletarius. The former is read by 
the higher (socially and culturally) class of readers; the latter by the lower classes (with 
an implication of the rabble). another requisite – a certain distance in time for a work to 
become a classic – had been stated, less dogmatically but influentially, by horace in his 
Epistles (which i give here in pope’s translation):

Who lasts a century can have no flaw,  
i hold that Wit a classic, good in law (ii, i, 55-56).

Three centuries after gellius, by classicus was already meant a work of art that was read 
and studied as a model in the class-room. it was only in the sixteenth century, though, 
that the modern use of the term came into use. according to humanistic practice, classic 
were both writers and works from greco-roman times and writers and works of great ex-
cellence in any modern language. in the eighteenth century Thomas Warton, the author 
of the first history of english poetry, stated in his Essay on the Poetry and Genius of Pope 
that only three english poets could be included in the ‘first class’, that is qualify as ‘clas-
sics’: spenser, shakespeare and milton.

here we may pause to notice two things. first, Warton’s choice of english classic au-
thors answers the ancient requisites for inclusion among the classics: all the three writers 
set up as models by him (with the partial exception of shakespeare) wrote for and were 
read by educated readers; all of them were distant enough in time to be set up as models. 
secondly, Warton was creating a canon of literary excellence that, with a few additions 
and adjustments, continued to be held in the highest esteem and be taught in schools up 
to a few years ago – it still is in many cases.

it was for the fifty years 1780-1830, during which the quarrel between romantics 
and classicists raged throughout europe, to establish once for all the concept of the clas-
sic as not just a work of the highest quality but also one that had a right to be included 
in the canon of a given literature and culture. The classic and the literary canon became 
two sides of the same coin, one that could be spent with absolute confidence in both aca-
demic circles and cultivated society. The breaking-down of the old canon and the desper-
ate quest for a new one, or new ones, are only comparatively recent phenomena, to which 
we shall return later.

one thing is clear, historically. in the past, even a recent past, the idea of the clas-
sic was indissolubly linked to an aristocratic or hierarchic idea of literature, and this in 
its turn was reflected in society. Just as there were first-class writers and works, so there 
were first-class citizens. (i use these expressions and the definitions ‘aristocratic’ and ‘hi-
erarchic’ in a technical sense, without modern political or ethical implications: that is, 
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in the sense of a society and culture that believed that there should be a hierarchy at all 
levels, including the literary one.) literature and civilization were understood to be one 
and the same thing, not just because a great literature corresponded to a great civilization 
– the athens of pericles, The rome of augustus, the england of elizabeth i, the france 
of louis xiv, up to the british empire of Queen victoria – but also in the more specific 
sense that only great literature could form the ideal citizen, the ruler, the magistrate, the 
governor, the courtier, the prince.

The last three terms clearly point to renaissance courtesy books, the treatises that in 
all europe dealt with the education of those who would in time be part of the establish-
ment (again, i use the word in its technical sense) and assume public or ruling positions. 
Works such as Thomas elyot’s The Governor (1534) and Thomas hoby’s The Book of the 
Courtier (1561), translated from castiglione, set the educational standard for the english 
public schools of the next four centuries, just as John colet’s and John lyly’s latin gram-
mar, written for st paul’s school about 1510, became the standard manual for english 
grammar schools, later to become the legendary eton grammar on which generation after 
generation of english students were grounded.

The core of the education given in such schools and, subsequently, in the universities 
was unmistakably classical and literary (one might say ‘classically literary’), without ex-
ception. The belief in the classics and literature was less an aesthetic choice than an ethical 
and practical one. strange as it may seem to us now, people did believe that one could not 
become a gentleman and take places of responsibility and command if one did not have 
a liberal education. in the renaissance, a close study of virgil was reputed essential in 
matters such as horsemanship, agriculture, war tactics, political and judicial oratory, the 
ruling of men in tribunals and political assemblies. The foundations of the british com-
monwealth are literary and cultural, indeed philological if we bear in mind that the very 
word ‘commonwealth’ was moulded on the latin res publica – a linguistic coinage much 
disputed in the sixteenth century, since it was believed that a wrong etymology would 
imply a wrong form of state2.

in the nineteenth century W.e. gladstone, four-time prime minister of the united 
Kingdom, in his Studies on Homer observed that homer should be carefully studied at 
the universities

for his theology, history, ethics, politics… for his never-ending lessons upon 
manners, arts and society”. gladstone makes his point even more specific 
when, in treating of the political institutions of ancient greece, as shown in 
the poems of homer, he maintains that they “supplied the essential germ, 
at least, of that form of constitution, on which the best governments of the 
continent of europe have (two of them within the last quarter of a century) 
been modelled… This form has been eminently favoured in christendom, 
in europe and in england; and it has even survived the passage of the at-

2 on this point see a. cattaneo, Sir Thomas Elyot’s “Book of the Governor” and the etymological awareness of 
things, in Early Modern English: Trends, Forms and Texts, c. nocera avila – n. pantaleo – d. pezzini ed., 
schena editore, fasano 1992, pp. 297-317.
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lantic, and the transition, in the united states of america, to institutions 
which are not only republican but highly democratic3.

a list of the great politicians of the past who believed in the classics as an indispensable 
formative influence on man would be, in a sense, meaningless, because it would include 
almost every name. napoleon, in his captivity at st. helena, dedicated to marchand his 
remarks on caesar’s Commentaries. sir Winston churcill, whose classical education had 
still been fundamentally the same as that of elyot’s governor, could make light of his latin 
studies in his autobiography, in an age when classical values were already on the wane, but 
on them he founded and obviously modelled his public figure as an mp and prime min-
ister, and to them he resorted for his famous war speeches. and when he set out to write 
his History of World War II, the “moral of the Work” (classically, the work has a moral), 
which has pride of place at the beginning of each volume, reads as if it had been taken out 
of elyot’s Governor: “in War: resolution. in defeat: defiance. in victory: magnanimity. 
in peace: goodwill”.

even in the first half of the twentieth century the close association, almost inter-
dependence, that there used to be between a classical education and positions of power 
is surprising. let us consider the table below, showing the educational background of 
british members of parliament and cabinet ministers in the years 1918-1955: well over 
90% of mps for the conservatives came from eton or harrow or other public schools, 
and roughly the same percentage may be assigned to cabinet ministers. The percentage 
of labour cabinet ministers coming from the same classical schools is lower (just short 
of 50%) but still relevant.

labour partY                conservatorY partY

70      60        50       40         30        20        10          0     per cent    0          10        20       30        40     50
  cabinet minister    members of parliament

3 Dictionary of National Biography, s.v.

eton and 
harrow

other public
schools

grammar 
schools

elementary 
schools

other
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Which means, in other words, that most british politicians up to 1955 had been 
bred in the classics. as far as i know, mrs Thatcher was britain’s first prime minister to 
hold a degree in science.

as late as World War ii an exemplary case of a man bred in the classics and called to 
the highest positions in the most dramatic time for his country was that of oliver franks. 
as morris b. abram, former president of brandeis university, usa, recalled in a speech 
on the advantages of liberal education given at davidson college:

at the outbreak of World War ii, oliver franks, later ambassador to the 
united states, was a tutor of moral philosophy at Queens college, oxford. 
he was called from that post to become permanent secretary of the min-
istry of supply – the head of british war production in industries. What 
qualified him for the position was not any special training; it was, rather, 
having the mind, character and ability to learn – in this case something as 
far afield from moral philosophy as the management of british industry4.

to sum up this point, in the words of the american scholar o.b. hardison, jr.: 

The most frequent explanation for liberal education, whether in the ren-
aissance or the twentieth century, is that it produces the ethical values and 
mental disciplines necessary for leadership […] at its best, liberal education 
is an effort to live up to plato’s ideal in The Laws: ‘if you want to know what 
is the good in general of education the answer is easy: education produces 
good men and good men act nobly’5.

The breaking-down of the canon

suddenly, things changed. or, rather, not so suddenly. The gradual erosion of the classic 
ideal has been the steady work of the past two and a half or three centuries. as we know, 
forces as different as the industrial revolution, liberalism, democracy, the rise and sub-
sequent fall of colonial empires, modern technology, a weakening of traditional moral 
and religious values, have all contributed to this in various forms and degrees. Within 
the scope of our specific area of interest, side by side with the classical, higher system of 
education that i have briefly sketched above, in the past two centuries another system has 
developed and spread. These ‘new’ schools, more modern and practically-oriented, have 
been growing in importance and numbers of attendance ever since their first appearance 
at the end of the eighteenth century, till they finally obtained an overwhelming victory 
over the older, classical schools.

4 Quoted in o.b. hardison, Toward Freedom & Dignity,  pp. 9-10.
5 Ibid., pp. 15-16.
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it was, however, at about the turn of the nineteenth century that most people real-
ized with a sudden shock that things had changed, or were changing. suddenly, the con-
cept and the ideal of the classic, of a liberal or humanistic education, of tradition at large, 
ceased to be taken for granted and tacitly revered. not only were the classics attacked 
(but then often deviously used) by iconoclasts of all sorts, from futurists and political 
revolutionaries to technological extremists. They were also being questioned by writers 
and thinkers who wanted to save them from the risk of extinction, in a deeply-felt attempt 
at fitting them to the modern age.

in france, the debate on the meaning of the classics involved such writers as proust, 
gide, valéry. in italy, in 1936 benedetto croce in an essay entitled On Poetry attacked 
academia for its betrayal of human values. in england, t.s. eliot in his epoch-making 
essay Tradition and the Individual Talent (1920) asked what talent was, concluding that 
it was the product of both individual genius and of a well-defined literary and cultural 
tradition. The gist of eliot’s argument was: there cannot be a great literature without a 
great tradition. This, of course, reminds us of f.r. leavis’s The Great Tradition (1948), an 
influential book on the same problem by another great critic who had already investigat-
ed the meaning of the literary tradition in such works as New Bearings in English Poetry 
(1932) and Revaluation (1936). it is important to note that for both leavis and eliot the 
question of the classics cannot be separated from that of education. in eliot this became 
explicit in a series of essays – Modern Education and the Classics (1936), The Classic and 
the Man of Letters (1942), culminating in What is a Classic? (1945), whose subject matter 
and very title are telling.

awareness of this change, which was a prelude to the decline of classical education, 
took various forms in the first half of the twentieth century. to me, few things are more 
typical of the loss of confidence in the classical heritage and the infallibility of the liter-
ary canon than the two prefaces written by sir arthur Quiller-couch for two successive 
editions of The Oxford Book of English Verse. The first is dated 1900, the second 1939; 
but the intervening forty years seem four hundred, so much has the tone changed. in 
1900 Quiller-couch soars above the world of english literature like the god of creation, 
sweeping benevolent and patronising over the centuries and the seas: “nor have i sought 
in these islands only, but wheresoever the muse has followed the tongue which among 
living tongues she most delights to honour”. This is still not far from gaunt’s dying speech 
in Richard II, or elizabethan eulogies on The Excellency of the English Tongue.

The 1939 preface is far less bold. Though it closes on a “note of valiancy – of the old 
roman ‘virtue’ mated with cheerfulness” which the writer believes to be “indigenous, 
proper to our native spirit, and it will endure”, the thoughts which the new edition of the 
anthology affords are really sad and the writer’s effort to react to the present situation 
reads like an epitaph for the glories of yesteryear:

writing in 1939, i am at a loss what to do with a fashion of morose disparage-
ment; of sneering at things long by catholic consent accounted beautiful; of 
scorning at ‘man’s unconquerable mind’ and hanging up (without benefit 
of laundry) our common humanity as a rag on a clothes-line. be it allowed 
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that these present times are dark. Yet what are our poets of use – what are 
they for – if they cannot hearten the crew with auspices of daylight?

it may be some comfort to us to recall how modern artists and critics also suffered from 
the shock of recognition that most teachers have experienced in the past few decades: the 
shock of realizing that the tradition they were brought up in no longer holds good. its 
accustomed means of reproducing itself (school system and programmes), its tools (texts 
chosen from an accepted canon), its very language are all gone, or severely questioned. 
W.h. auden, writing the introduction to The Oxford Book of Light Verse in the 1930’s, 
observed that since milton a writer had to invent his or her own language and could not 
rely on a sympathetic audience, that is one that would feel linguistically and culturally at 
one with him/her. The observation pointed to a fact that at that time was perhaps not so 
obvious, though it is by now: the modern artist has to invent a language and, more often 
than not, a form in which to use it.

all the acknowledged masters of english modernism – pound, eliot, Joyce, Woolf 
– struggled hard to define their relation to the classics (again, graeco-roman as well as 
english). They all tried, in their different ways, to “make it new”, according to pound’s 
definition, that is to accommodate the past to a present that had changed beyond recog-
nition. pound significantly begins his modern epic in The Cantos with a vivid translation 
of a sixteenth-century italian version of the Odyssey, taking homer’s epic as his starting 
point for a journey that takes him through many cultures, Western and eastern as well 
as past and present. “all ages are contemporary”, as he writes in The Spirit of Romance 
(1910). eliot too builds his best-known poem, The Waste Land, on conscious echoes and 
fragments salvaged from latin, italian, french, german, english, provençal, sanskrit tra-
ditions. critics have often called this a ‘collage’. The definition, if technically correct, is 
somehow misleading when used in the present discourse, in that it stresses formal over 
ethical intentions. eliot himself is careful to stress in the poem not so much the techni-
cal, in the sense of aesthetic, as the structural and even ethical aspects of his turning to 
so many different cultures, when he writes at the end: “These fragments i have shored 
against my ruins”.

The most interesting thing, for the purpose of this paper, is that not only do the 
works mentioned above – and others that we look upon as undoubted modern classics, 
such as Joyce’s Ulysses or Finnegan’s Wake, or virginia Woolf ’s To the Lighthouse or The 
Waves – show their author’s preoccupation, almost obsession, with giving their modern 
subject matter a new classic form; at the same time, these works bear in their very struc-
ture and language the mark of their author’s and their age’s uncertainties. They are tainted 
with doubt. They cannot be as authorative as the works of virgil, dante, spenser or mil-
ton used to be: “the modern classic is not, like the book of god or the old book of nature, 
or the old accommodated classic, of which the senses, though perhaps hidden, are fully 
determined, there in full before the interpreter. in the making of it the reader must take 
his share”6.

6 f. Kermode, The Classic, harvard university press, chicago (mass.)/london (england), 1983 p. 107.
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The words just quoted are from frank Kermode’s The Classic, one of the most pen-
etrating contemporary analyses of the relation of the classics of the past to those of the 
present, which takes t.s. eliot en route with virgil, dante, pope and twentieth-century 
works. a typical case examined by Kermode is nathaniel hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter 
(1850). (it is typical, i would add, for two reasons: in the first place, it was published in 
the year when in england Wordsworth died as a revered sage and the singer of english 
traditions, including the anglican church, and was succeeded as poet laureate – in itself, 
another classical heritage – by alfred tennyson; secondly, it came from the united states, 
that is from a culture that, for historical reasons, had to re-think its links with the past and 
old traditions in a much more urgent and cogent way than europe.) in The Scarlet Letter 
the truth, or truths, therein contained are not inherent in the text but the responsibility 
of each reader. We proceed, Kermode observes, from truth, as in the old classics, to “shad-
owy types”: “the old contracts between signifier and signified, between the authoritative 
maker and the reader certain that there is a right interpretation, are boldly broken”7. sym-
bols are no longer universally accepted. in The Scarlet Letter,

is the forest what the text will allow us to believe, an emblem or type of the 
‘moral wilderness’, or of pastoral sympathy, which it also proposes? What 
are we encouraged to make of the brook, the old tree? of the black man, 
through whom nature is associated with the demonic? is chillingworth 
diabolical, or is that a naive opinion and what he himself, in a remarkable 
expression which, more than any other, tells us how hawthorne must be 
read, calls a ‘typical illusion’?8

The gap, one might say the ‘chasm’, between the old and the modern classic is clear. The 
modern classic cannot be, as the bible or virgil or milton had been, a source of certain, 
unchanging truths handed down from one generation of readers to the next one:

This is why one cannot even try to read hawthorne, that great inventor of 
american attitudes to the metropolitan past, as one is still urged to read 
virgil. to say that the meaning of The Scarlet Letter, or of The House of 
the Seven Gables, is the meaning hawthorne meant, is pointless; his texts, 
with all their varying, fading voices, their controlled lapses into possible 
inauthenticity, are meant as invitations to co-production on the part of the 
reader9.

and explicitly so, i would add. in the “conclusion” to The Scarlet Letter we read, after 
various theories have been advanced by the narrator about the origin of the mysterious 
and awesome scarlet letter imprinted in the flesh of the adulterous priest, the reverend 
dimmesdale: “The reader may choose among these theories. We have thrown all the light 

7 Ibid., p. 108.
8 Ibid., p. 109.
9 Ibid., p. 113.
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we could acquire upon the portent, and would gladly, now that it has done its office, erase 
its deep print out of our own brain, where long meditation has fixed it in very undesirable 
distinctness”10.

from the example of The Scarlet Letter we may draw a first conclusion about the 
difference between the old and the modern classic. The old classic needed to be accom-
modated from time to time to changed historical and cultural conditions and new formal 
needs: the bible and virgil, for instance, were read differently in the middle ages and in 
the seventeenth century. similarly, christian lore and the Aeneid could be reinterpreted 
by dante and milton in ways that were significantly different, and yet neither these works 
nor these authors would lose authority in the process. The modern classic, on the con-
trary, poses the problem of accommodation not only to an historical epoch but to every 
single reader, and this right from the beginning of its existence. That is, inside the text 
itself. prufrock’s “decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse” are emblematic of 
the modern text, with its “That is not what i meant at all; / That is not it, at all”, a state-
ment ironically overturned a few lines below: “That is not it at all, / That is not what i 
meant, at all”.

This typically modern attitude has had definite consequences not only on our appre-
ciation of the classics and the classical tradition, but also on our school programmes and 
teaching methods. Writers and critics of the early and mid-twentieth century only antici-
pated what has become commonplace these days: the breaking up of the literary canon. 
in the past fourty years or so in colleges and universities throughout the world the canon 
of english literature has been exploded, to let out many ‘untouchables’ and let in many 
much less famous writers of all races, nationalities, and creeds. This is recent history, with 
which we are all familiar. distrust of the canon, however, has not taken away the desire of 
and search for what the canon used to stand for: stability, harmony, a reassuring sense of 
permanent truths and values. lately we have witnessed several attempts at restoring the 
canon, or better still to propose new canons. The one most talked about was probably 
that of harold bloom in The Western Canon (1994), translated into several languages, 
italian included (Il Canone Occidentale). its reviews in italian newspapers started a criti-
cal feud whose echoes are sometimes still heard. in trying to fix the canon for the new 
millennium, bloom includes in his list 26 authors, from dante to beckett, beginning, 
however, with shakespeare, who is the ideal central figure of this canon. it is interesting 
to note, incidentally, that besides other great authors such as cervantes, goethe, proust 
and Joyce, sigmund freud is also included, the only non-creative writer to find a place in 
bloom’s olympus.

but what about the greek and latin classics, or the bible, or petrarch, boccaccio 
and chaucer, it was angrily asked from many critical quarters? and even if bloom’s was 
meant to be a modern canon only (a decision which in itself would be quite a break away 
with tradition), why leave out dostoevskij, stendhal, leopardi, flaubert, or ezra pound? 
great names from the world’s literatures were flung at bloom in the way of enraged sug-
gestions and emendations, in a crescendo that, as it turned out in the international press, 

10 n. hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter, dent, london 1971, p. 312.
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looked like a throng of reading lists and campus syllabuses competing at which was the 
most vocally aggressive. We seemed to be back to babel, with the confusion of the canons 
taking the place of the confusion of the languages.

Consumer’s classicism

We are faced with a paradox here. a tipically modern one. The very term ‘classic’ which 
artists, critics and teachers seem to mistrust, or be afraid of, has triumphantly entered com-
mercial language. advertising today makes much of it, what with classic clothes, shoes, 
hand-bags, hair-styles, perfumes, jewels, furs, cars, technical equipments of all sorts, etc. 
We are flooded with a consumer’s classicism that makes of every new song, book, film, a 
‘classic’, whether past or modern (often labelled as “twentieth-century classic”), english, 
french, italian or, more often than not, “a world’s classic”.

such widespread use of the term by the (economically, socially and politically) 
strongest areas of modern societies should make us pause and reflect. one of the first 
remarks that come to mind is that the concept of the ‘classic’ may have lost much ground 
in certain quarters but its linguistic and conceptual appeal is still very strong in others. 
in other words, the needs and expectations raised or understood by the idea of the ‘clas-
sic’ seem to be real, so much so that the term and its connotations are still widely used to 
make us want, buy, and use things, often very sophisticated and costly. What these needs 
are has already been hinted at above, while treating of the classics in the old sense of the 
word: tradition, a feeling of trust and confidence in the object qualified by the term ‘clas-
sic’, a model to follow. it is easy to see how these qualities are also ideally suited to the 
modern commercial world, and it may be useful to pursue this point a little further and 
examine the qualities of the literary classic as pointed out by t.s. eliot in What is a Clas-
sic? in the first place, eliot does not distinguish a classic according to aesthetic excellence 
but rather to some qualities that have a practical value as they evidence its relation to both 
a past tradition and a living civilization. The main qualities he lists are:

‘maturity’ (“a classic can only occur when a civilization is mature; when a language and a 
literature are mature; and it must be the work of a mature mind […] maturity of mind: this 
needs history, and the consciousness of history”11);
‘comprehensiveness’ (“The classic must, within its formal limitations, express the maxi-
mum possible of the whole range of feeling which represents the character of the people 
who speak that language”12);
‘universality’ (“When a work of literature has, beyond this comprehensiveness in relation 
to its own language, an equal significance in relation to a number of foreign literatures, we 
may say that it has also universality”13);
‘destiny’ (“without the constant application of the classical measure, … we tend to become 
provincial”14).

11 Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot, frank Kermode ed., faber & faber, london 1975, p. 116, p. 122.
12 Ibid., pp. 127-128.
13 Ibid., p. 128.
14 Ibid., p. 129.
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With a few variations, the characteristics listed by eliot for the literary classic correspond 
to what the modern world has come to expect of the commercial classic: the latter needs a 
mature, that is opulent and conscious of itself, society; it also needs general agreement, to 
be highly representative of a given society and yet be able to be ‘translated’ to other socie-
ties, that is markets; finally, it must be as unchallengeable and unquestioned as destiny: its 
field of action is the “modern world-system” theorized by fernand braudel and immanuel 
Wallerstein, in which economic factors operate within a space which is bigger than any 
controlled by whatever political entity.

it is clear that if the term ‘classic’ and its connotations can be applied in such a thor-
ough way to the contemporary industrial and commercial systems it is precisely because 
these systems still presuppose the kind of hierarchic and aristocratic structure that once 
existed in the artistic and literary domains. it is in these domains only that we have moved 
away from the hierarchic model. The transition has been from an aristocracy of the let-
ters towards the republic, or democracy, of the letters, which, as the political terms used 
in the metaphor imply, can hardly have its models imposed from above. The simple yet 
difficult fact with which teachers and critics are now faced, though, is that the republic of 
letters may be very well in theory but in practice is terribly difficult to manage. all writ-
ers may be equal, but it inevitably turns out that some writers are more equal than others, 
or we tend to think so anyway.

Pars construens: the classics and the past

let us now try to shift our subject towards a few ‘practical’ considerations. i am well 
aware that the pars construens is particularly difficult in the matter we are dealing with, 
since moving from theory to practice (especially educational practice) one only too often 
suffers from the shock of plunging from the harmonic world of ideas into the imperfect 
world of matter – and, of course, a purely platonic position is what educators cannot af-
ford to keep. one thing, at any rate, seems clear to many teachers: the absolute necessity 
to re-state, beyond the problem of the classic but also through it, the centrality of lan-
guage and literature for every educational curriculum, even scientific ones.

in the first place, of great detriment not just to the prestige of the classics but also 
to their functional value has been the notion and, even more, the teaching of the classics 
as isolated artistic peaks, a notion fostered by the pseudo-romantic legend that genius 
comes from nature and not fom education. This is wilfully to ignore the fundamental role 
that schools, the cultural environment, the influence of the classics of the past and the 
present have had on any writer of the first importance, be they shakespeare, coleridge, 
t.s. eliot or derek Walcott. f.r. leavis stated this quite clearly in Revaluation, a few 
years after eliot’s lesson: “in dealing with individual poets the critic, whether explicitly or 
not, is dealing with tradition, for they live in it. and it is in them that tradition lives”15.

15 f.r. leavis, Revaluation, penguin books, harmondsworth 1978, pp. 10-11.
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to begin to do this in a class-room, a few well-placed hints may be sufficient, in most 
cases. We needn’t follow all of shakespeare’s many and complex sources for Romeo and 
Juliet, or Hamlet, or Antony and Cleopatra. it may be enough, to begin with, to acquaint 
our students with the scene of the ball (a few lines) in Romeo and Juliet’s most important 
source, the italian novella by matteo maria bandello; or with the essays by montaigne 
that are behind hamlet’s monologues; or with plutarch’s portrait of cleopatra borrowed 
by shakespeare for his own description of the egyptian queen (in the last two cases, again, 
only a few lines from the sources may be enough).

complementary to the need to rebuild the idea of a connection between great writ-
ers throughout the ages (if the term ‘tradition’ seems untenable today, for whatever rea-
son), is the need, and it is a primary one, not to limit that connection to literary texts 
alone. This implies some consideration of the historical background. setting the work of 
art in its historical context cannot mean any longer to believe in one, unique, providential 
vision of history but rather, once the teleological vision of both history and literature has 
been discarded, to include in our educational programmes an awareness of the points of 
contact between literature and history – in the broad sense of politics, social life, eco-
nomics, ideologies.

like most needs, the ones just mentioned are the result of cultural conditioning. 
The teacher of literature these days is conditioned by the way in which the old notions of 
language and literature as stable systems have been questioned in the last century. since 
ferdinand de saussure’s Cours de linguistique (1906-1911) the one-way correspondence 
between things and words, or even abstract concepts and words, is no longer tenable, and 
various schools of criticism from russian formalism to structuralism, post-structuralism, 
up to Jacques derrida’s deconstructionism have severely challenged the idea that there is 
a domain for literature alone. it is difficult today, if not misleading, to present literature 
as the autonomous province of aesthetic excellence. literature and its greatest works, the 
classics, must become part of a discoursive universe that includes other significant dis-
coursive practices: history, philosophy, politics, journalism, science, the cinema, advertis-
ing. These must, of course, remain subordinate to literature in teaching, as satellites to a 
bigger planet. The trait d’union  has to be, inevitably, language as it appears in the written 
text. 

such an eclectic approach has, in my view, at least two great advantages. in the first 
place, it does away with the pseudo-romantic idea that art and literature are the occupa-
tion of an idle mind, that they have little to do with real life. This is a prejudice (which 
historically amounts to little less than a lie) that has weighed heavily on our curricula. 
The contrary, as we have seen, is true. until recently literature and the classics were so 
important exactly because they had a real and obvious impact on the social and political 
organization of Western societies.

secondly, to show how many points of contact there are between the great literature 
of an age and other discoursive practices of the same age is to show how much the latter 
are indebted to the art of well speaking and writing. our students are usually pleasantly 
surprised to find out that the verbal and rhetorical strategies that rule in advertising, mass 
comunication and politics, as well as the narrative structures they find so entertaining in 
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contemporary films and tv serials, all derive to a greater or lesser extent from a time-hon-
oured rhetorical and literary tradition. The classics, and literature and the arts in general, 
will never recover some of their past importance as long as teachers of literature and the 
arts will continue to ignore how much the modern world is indebted to them, even in 
disguised forms that would seem to be far away from the stereotype idea of the classics. it 
is a mistake that t.s. eliot forcibly pointed out in his Idea of a Christian Society (1939), 
though there he was dealing with society at large and not with the specific problem of the 
classic: “The defenders of the present order fail to perceive either how far it is vestigial of 
a positive christianity, or how far it has already advanced towards something else”16.

Pars construens: the classics and the present

so far we have insisted on the idea that the classic involves a sense of the past, overlook-
ing or merely hinting at another corollary of the same problem: the classic also involves a 
deep awareness of the present (as eliot said of tradition in his famous essay), a capacity to 
adjust to mutated conditions. in dealing with the classic, in fact, a contemporary perspec-
tive is essential, as italo calvino observes in Perché leggere i classici:

per poter leggere i classici si deve pur stabilire ‘da dove’ li stai leggendo, 
altrimenti sia il libro che il lettore si perdono in una nuvola senza tempo. 
ecco dunque che il massimo rendimento della lettura dei classici si ha da 
parte di chi ad essa sa alternare con sapiente dosaggio la lettura d’attualità. e 
questo non presume necessariamente una equilibrata calma interiore: può 
essere anche il frutto d’un nervosismo impaziente, d’una insoddisfazione 
sbuffante17.

a contemporary reading of the classics implies, on the teacher’s part, a degree of attention 
to their contemporary versions – which, in our day, often come through other media than 
the written word. filmic and comic book versions of the classics especially deserve our at-
tention. al pacino’s Looking for Richard, for example, however unconventional a version 
of Richard III – in fact, exactly because of its unconventionality – directly presents the 
audience with a few crucial questions that teachers have overlooked or simply ceased to 
ask themselves and their students: why do shakespeare’s stories still hold us spell-bound 
though they are linguistically so difficult to understand, even for english-speaking po-
eple? are they more difficult for young people? is shakespeare still felt to be “our con-
temporary”, as Jan Kott argued in a famous book in the 1960s? to me, and to the students 
i’ve worked with, Looking for Richard, built around such questions, was a more direct and 
lively introduction to shakespeare’s history plays than most conventional bbc versions 
or even the original texts themselves, with all their difficulties.

16 t.s. eliot, The Idea of a Christian Society, faber & faber, london 1954, p. 36.
17 i. calvino, Perché leggere i classici, mondadori, milano 1995, p. 11.
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let us observe that this plunge into the contemporary fulfills two functions: one 
didactic and the other cultural and historical. beginning with the first, it is clear that to-
day’s students are more familiar with visual narratives than with written ones. a few years 
ago, when interviewing italian teenagers on behalf of the levi’s Jeans company which 
wanted to test young italians’ reaction to a forthcoming tv spot, i was surprised to see 
how clever teenagers were at reading tv spots in terms of narrator and narratee, narra-
tive functions, variants and invariants in apparently similar tv spots, and so on. That was 
pure narratology, though the young people interviewed would not know the technical 
terms quoted above nor what narratology was. but they could read a visual story much 
better than they did written stories at school. so, why not using these abilities and, start-
ing from these, go back to shakespeare or dickens or Joyce and show the students where 
most of the narrative and linguistic structures they understand and enjoy so much on the 
screen come from: a three-thousand-years-old rhetorical and literary tradition.

but even setting aside the question of didactic convenience, it is an historical fact 
that in the past the classics, far from being revered and immutable icons, were always sub-
jected to accommodation, and not unfrequently to distortions and travesties. in the ro-
mances of the middle ages aeneas could ride through the streets of alba longa dressed 
and armed like a medieval knight, and young lavinia let down her long tresses from a 
gothic balcony, for the hero to climb up on, in true romance fashion. in england in the 
eighteenth century, as we know, shakespeare’s plays were performed in augustan garb 
and tragedies like Antony and Cleopatra or Othello might be given a happy end. and in 
our own time we are well acquainted with rewritings of shakespeare’s plays that are a far 
cry from the original: tom stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildernstern Are Dead, to give a 
familiar example, seen in this perspective is simply Hamlet revisited by the contemporary 
conventions of the Theatre of the absurd. That the play was also successfully filmed and 
shown throughout the world is further testimony to the protean ability of the true classic 
to survive through different ages and different media.

 schools and universities should take advantage of such vitality and versatility. Why 
should teachers shy away from or indignantly turn down modern versions of shakespeare’s 
works in comic book format, if they can help the student to get close to the originals? or 
brilliant science fiction renderings such as The Forbidden Planet, a very interesting film 
that turns the island of The Tempest into a planet in space, with ariel becoming a robot? 
or an extremely modern Romeo and Juliet such as baz luhrmann’s film Romeo + Juliet 
(1996), a daring and inventive screen version which keeps the original text but renders 
the play in a video-clip visual language familiar to young viewers: the scene is set in vero-
na beach (a fictitious california town torn by racial conflicts), Juliet’s house is a baroque 
mexican-style mansion, and the balcony scene takes place around a swimming pool.

We really betray our classical heritage the moment we try to fix it in never-changing 
formulas. it was never so in the past. What we attain by the ‘formulating attitude’ is clas-
sicity in plaster, the kind of dead civilization nailed down by ezra pound in Hugh Selwyn 
Mauberley (1920):
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The “age demanded” chiefly a mould in plaster,  
made with no loss of time,  
a prose kinema, not, not assuredly, alabaster  
or the “sculpture” of rhyme.

memory of the past only counts if it keeps together the print of the past and the project 
for the future, to paraphrase calvino on the classics.

How do we recognize the classic?

even if we accept these premises, though, the question at this point is: how do we recog-
nize the classics? (it may be significant that, unawares, we are using the words of hopeful 
expectation usually reserved to prophets or deities.) especially in an age like ours in which, 
as raymond Queneau already pointed out in the 1930s, we are flooded by an enormous 
mass of information which does not really become an integrant part of ourselves and does 
not identify with essential needs. let us then hazard a working hypothesis: we recognize 
the classic by its language and formal qualities. (The hazard here refers to the difficulty 
today of believing in some kind of collective action, or at least in a common ground of 
agreement, not so much to the novelty or daringness of the hypothesis itself.)

if the ethical and social values of the classic are no longer tenable, with their formal 
qualities we may be on firmer (though not altogether firm) ground. hegel in his Aesthetic 
could still give a definition of the classic which  was mainly aesthetic – and, we may add, 
vaguely so for our teaching purposes: “We are used to calling classic in a general sense 
every work of art which is perfect, whatever symbolic or romantic character it may also 
have”. nearly a century later marcel proust, while fundamentally defending hegel’s defi-
nition, identified the classic by the notion of ‘value’. The addition is significant. in a few 
years’ time ferdinand de saussure would make current the linguistic concept of ‘value’, 
which stresses in a single element of language not just its own capacity but rather its rela-
tion to the other elements of the system to which it belongs. (saussure’s famous analogy 
is with chess, where the value of, say, a knight is given not just by what it can do on the 
chess-board but also by what it can do in relation to the other pieces.) The linguistic no-
tion of value was soon taken up by literary critics, in a well-known chain that from the 
russian formalists and the school of prague leads to post World War ii structuralism and 
semiotics. Whatever their differences all these schools of criticism stressed the existence 
of formal constants, binary oppositions and recurrent narrative patterns in a work of art. 
needless to say, their analysis did not apply just to the classics (propp’s studies of russian 
folk tales are a case in point) but it was fundamental in reminding students of literature 
that a work of art, especially of the highest class, is by no means the product of genial im-
provising, and that it is always rooted in rhetoric. a truth, as we have seen, well known to 
the old grammar schools but gradually abandoned in the twentieth century.
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a formal approach to the classics, of course, does not have to pass exclusively through 
various kinds of structuralism, but that some kind of formalistic, technical approach is in-
dispensable seems to me clear. it is all very well – to pose a didactic problem that most of 
us have had to cope with – to tell our students that Joyce’s Ulysses is written in a stream-of-
consciousness technique and maybe show them specimens of it and comment on them, 
but unless this is done in a very thorough and convincing way the risk is that our students 
will come away from that with the idea that Joyce was a very eccentric writer and Ulysses a 
very eccentric book, both author and book having very little relevance to real life.

on the contary, we know that Ulysses is deeply rooted in the cultural and literary 
past of ireland and europe and that it also describes with scientific precision the new turn 
of mind of modern man. now, to bring out its ‘practical’ qualities – its project for the 
future, that is its relevance to the present, to continue calvino’s metaphor – i believe we 
have to use a formalistic approach in at least one of three complementary directions: nar-
ratology; myth and anthropology; linguistics and rhetoric. each of these has obvious and 
demonstrable links with both past and present, in fields other than the purely literary.

let us briefly consider the linguistic and rhetorical approach and examine a typical 
(stylistically) short passage from Ulysses:

grossbooted draymen rolled barrels dullthudding out of prince’s stores and 
bumped them up on the brewery float. on the brewery float bumped dull-
thudding barrels rolled by grossbooted draymen out of prince’s stores.

once these words have been fully understood and their reading difficulties explained 
away, we may proceed to the more interesting part of the job. far from being eccentric, 
or genially improvised, Joyce’s passage betrays a conscious and highly consummate use 
of rhetoric. its basic structure, to begin with, is chiasmic: a cross pattern of the type 
a+b=b+a. Joyce’s elaborate chiasmus, moreover, goes by the name of antimetabole, as 
in this phrase from shakespeare’s Richard III: “since every Jack became a gentleman, / 
There’s many a gentle person made a Jack” (i, iii, 72-73). also noticeable is the rhetorical 
figure of anadiplosis, the repetition of a word ending a clause or sentence at the beginning 
of the next, as in this other extract from Richard III: “…fearful commenting / is leaden 
servitor to dull ‘delay’; / ‘delay’ leads impotent and snail-paced beggary” (iv, iii, 52-53). 
furthermore, Joyce’s two sentences have the same length (which means the same or a very 
similar rhythm) and thus form an isocolon; they have the same, though inverted, syntacti-
cal pattern and thus form a parison.

now, the fundamental thing for a student is to realize that all of these rhetorical 
figures are not assembled to fill up the hundreds of pages of a long novel, they are not 
confined to the dream world of fiction alone. They are still widely used, alone or in com-
bination, by contemporary kinds of language that are employed in practical matters and 
enjoy great prestige. chiasmic patterns, isocolon, parison, to name a few, are crucial ele-
ments of the language of advertising, mass media and politics, from lincoln’s gettysburg 
address (“a government of the people, by the people, for the people”, where also ploce 
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is relevant, that is the repetition of a word, in an altered or more expressive sense, or for 
the sake of emphasis) to president Kennedy’s “do not ask what your country can do for 
you, but what you can do for your country”. or, to give a contemporary american stock 
phrase with which all our students are familiar: “When the play gets tough, the tough get 
to play”. We have only to skim through the pages of “time” magazine, or “newsweek”, 
or “vogue”, to find similar examples by the dozens in headline after headline, slogan after 
slogan.

This brings us back to the passage from Ulysses quoted above. behind it there lies the 
technical ability to say the same thing in elegant variation. once again, this ability – very 
effective when it comes down to convincing an audience, whether to vote for a proposal 
or a political party, or to buy a product – was once common to public speakers, politicians 
and writers alike, all of whom learned it from classical books taught in classically-oriented 
schools. let us look, as an example of this, at some of erasmus of rotterdam’s hundred 
and eighty-five variations of the expression of pleasure at getting a letter:

“Your letter has delighted me very much […] in an unusually wonderful way your 
letter has delighted me […] by your letter i have been greatly delighted […] You would 
scarcely believe how greatly i have enjoyed what you wrote […] Your letter has made me 
laden with joys”, and so on. There isn’t any real difference between erasmus’s and Joyce’s 
use of copia. as J.b. trapp comments on this point:

Joyce is at the same time using and parodying two of the commonest de-
vices for rhetorical variation, amplification and onomatopoeia. not that 
we have to be able to name the figures, as a renaissance novice would have 
been asked to do, to take the point: rhetoric is the art of saying nothing by 
repetition as boring in its sameness and predictability as the repeated roll 
and rumble of the barrels18.

but the historical and cultural implications of Joyce’s passage go well beyond simple paro-
dy: “all the same, Joyce had been at the same school as erasmus and could assume that his 
readers had too. The moral is not that rhetoric is outdated but that it is inescapable”19.

erasmus’s tour de force is taken from his most famous book in the renaissance: De 
Copia. “copia” (literally, ‘plenty’) was the rhetorical word for the ability to say the same 
thing in many ways, each one of which would bring out a different shade of meaning. 
such an ability in english came to be known as ‘copy’. hence, in advertising, a ‘copy writ-
er’, who is the creative mind around which the world-system of advertising revolves. The 
practical, suasory implications of a classical training are at once obvious, however subtly 
disguised in the modern age.

18 J.b. trapp, Rhetoric and the Renaissance, in Background to the English Renaissance, a.g. dickens et alii ed., 
grey-mills publishing, london 1974, p. 91.
19 Ibidem.
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The moral of the job

once we have made our students understand that the set of rules and formal patterns 
around which a classic is built have a practical value, a concrete side to them, there is 
hopefully a lesson to be gathered from this. despite prejudices to the contrary, the classic 
who follows the rules is freer than the writer who improvises, who claims to be following 
personal inspiration only. as raymond Queneau observed in 1938:

a totally false idea current these days is the equivalence implied between in-
spiration, exploration of the subconscious and liberation, between chance, 
automatism and freedom. now, such an inspiration that consists in blindly 
following every impulse is really a kind of slavery. The classic writer who 
writes a tragedy following a certain set of rules which he knows is in fact 
freer than the poet who writes whatever passes through his mind, and who 
is slave to other rules which he totally ignores20.

even ranting and raging must be done by the rules, if they have to be effective and not 
just violent or vulgar outbursts. dr faustus’s famous first monologue, before he signs his 
agreement with the devil, draws its strength from its being founded on the university cur-
ricula of the day, just as his last speech, before he is finally damned, is a supreme example 
of how rhetorical figures can be used to highlight the dissolution of a great mind, its grad-
ual loss of consistency and lucidity. similarly, byron’s manfred and shelley’s prometheus, 
arch-romantic heroes in permanent revolt against the universe, acquire universal status 
not because of their infinite rage and energy, but because they channel their rage through 
exemplary sets of dramatic, rhetorical and linguistic patterns. and, among modern poets, 
dylan Thomas strikes us so effectively in that most personal poem of his, Do Not Go Gen-
tle Into That Good Night, also because what he asks there of his dying father – to “rage, 
rage against the dying of the light” – is put in an extremely complex metrical form, the 
villanelle, which goes back to the middle ages and imposes an almost monastic discipline 
on its user.

The plain truth is, one is bound to be a rebel without a cause if one happens to be 
a rebel without words. a highly controversial modern italian educator, don lorenzo 
milani (whose theories should not be taken for gospel but whose serious involvement in 
educational problems cannot be questioned), used to tell his poor country students that 
as long as they knew only a thousand words, their masters would always have the upper 
hand of them, since they would know some ten thousand words. much the same concept 
was expressed, in 1982, by arthur scargill, the leader of the british miners who two years 
later went on their longest and hardest strike against mrs Thatcher’s policy. in an inter-
view given to the “sunday times”, scargill said: “my father still reads the dictionary every 
day. he says your life depends on your power to master words”.

20 Quoted in i. calvino, p. 276 (my translation from the italian).
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We may have forgotten it, or wanted to forget it, but historically such positions are 
not necessarily radical or marxist. They are rather modern echoes of a three-thousand-
years-old classical project, revived by fifteenth- and sixteenth-century humanists and ap-
plied to european schools up to a few decades ago: to form, through the spoken and 
written word, the free man. The artes liberales were so called exactly because their end was 
to produce, in ancient rome as in nineteenth-century victorian england, free and inde-
pendent citizens. not only high birth and census gave access to these schools but also a 
quick mind and a disposition to learn. Why should we not try to do something similar in 
these culturally disheartening times of ours? rescuing the classics from the wax museum 
to which they have partly been confined, also with the acquiescence of too complacent or 
timid teachers, might in the end prove far more important and rewarding than expressing 
a mere aesthetic preference for some books over others.




