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Literary Criticism and Theory-Dr. Fouzi Slisli
Lecture 1-The Stories Behind the Stories 1
Greece and Rome-

Literary Criticism and Theory

- Literature and literary criticism in Western cultures cannot be
understood without understanding its relationship to classical
antiquity — Greek and Roman. Why?
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Because European and Western literature and cultures were
produced as a recreation, a revival of the classical cultures of
Greece and Rome.
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From the 16" to the 20" centuries, Western cultures considered
Greece and Rome the most perfect civilizations, and Western
drama, poetry, literary criticism, art, education, politics,
fashion, architecture, painting, sculpture were ALL produced in
imitation of classical antiquity (Greece and Rome).
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But the West’s relationship with antiquity is not simple. It is
full of contradictions and ambivalence.
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« Two aspects to this relationship need to be illustrated.
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1. Rome’s ambivalent relationship to Greece (Lecture 1)
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2. The West’s ambivalent relationship to classical antiquity

(Lecture 2)
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e Roman poet Horace writes:
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“Captive Greece took its wild conqueror captive”
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e Source: Horace, “A Letter to Augustus,” in Classical Literary
Criticism, p. 94.
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e Horace expresses a sense of inferiority and ambivalence because Rome
conquered Greece politically and militarily but Rome could never
produce a refined culture (poetry, philosophy, rhetoric, etc) like Greece.
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e We find this sense of ambivalence and inferiority everywhere in
Roman (Latin) literature: in Horace, Quintilian, Seneca, etc.
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e The Romans conquered Greece militarily, but they always felt that the
culture of Greece remained infinitely more sophisticated and refined in
poetry, in philosophy, in rhetoric, in medicine, in architecture, in
painting, in manners and in refinement. Hence the sense of inferiority.
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e Seneca, for example, writes:
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e “No past life has been lived to lend us glory, and that which has existed
before us is not ours.”
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e “[A] man who follows another not only finds nothing; he is not even
looking.”
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e Seneca, Epistulaec Morales (44).
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e Source Seneca: Epistulac Morales, trans. Richard Gummere
(Cambridge, MA and London: Heinemann and Harvard University
Press), 1920.
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o For centuries, education in Rome consisted simply in IMITATING
Greek masterpieces in literature, rhetoric, painting, etc. Horace, for
example, advised his readers to simply imitate the Greeks and never try
to invent anything themselves because their inventions will be weak
and unattractive:
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But he that hopes to have new words allowed

Must so derive them from the Grecian spring

As they may seem to flow without constraint....

New subjects are not easily explained,

And you had better choose a well-known theme

Than trust to an invention of your own;

For what originally others write
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May be so well disguised, and so improved,
That with some justice it may pass for yours;
But then you must not copy trivial things,
Nor word for word too faithfully translate.
(Source: Latin Literature: An Anthology, Michael Grant, ed., Penguin,
1979, pp. 214-5.)
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e The Romans so desperately wanted to imitate the Greeks and so
constantly failed to match them.
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e The reason is simple. Imitation cannot produce originality.
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e As Seneca puts it with bitterness, “a man who follows another not only
finds nothing; he is not even looking.”
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e The Romans were a simple rural and uncultivated people who became
successful warriors, and at the height of their success when they ruled
the biggest empire in the world, they still felt that they were inferior
culturally to their small province Greece.
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This situation strongly affected how culture was produced in Rome and
will also strongly affect how culture will be produced later in Europe
and the West.
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