
Editorial 

ON E o f the prob lems c o n f r o n t i n g teachers o f l iterature is that 
o f r e m e m b e r i n g what they k n e w w h e n they were students. 
T h e r e is a v e r y natura l desire to say to someone w h o is 

b e g i n n i n g to read the E l i z a b e t h a n poets or dramatists ' H a v e y o u 
never read O v i d ? ' . O r , ' W h a t about P e t r a r c h ? ' . O r , ' D o Cast ig­
l ione a n d M a c h i a v e l l i mean n o t h i n g to y o u ? ' . D i d they mean 
m u c h to the teachers w h e n they began to f a thom the subtleties 
o f a sonnet sequence, o r to assess the effect o f M e d i t e r r a n e a n 
m y t h o l o g y u p o n the A n g l o - S a x o n m i n d , o r to appreciate E l i z a ­
bethan real ism i n statecraft a n d attempts at elegance i n the 
social life o f the c o u r t ? T h e r e is a natura l desire to compare , to 
set the wr i te r against his intel lectual b a c k g r o u n d , to g ive a w i d e 
v i e w , an h is tor ica l b a c k g r o u n d , a soc io-po l i t i ca l -economic 
sett ing, to the l iterature under cons iderat ion . A n d there in lies the 
danger, that the text itself, f o r m e r l y swam ped under excessive 
exegesis, may n o w be pushed aside i n favour o f a superficial 
sweep a r o u n d the pur l ieus . 

T h i s pardonable desire to l i v e n u p l i terary studies has about i t a 
t o u c h o f P o u n d ' s cry o f ' M a k e i t n e w ' . It sometimes arises f r o m a 
very h u m a n desire o n the part o f the teacher, whether i n s c h o o l , 
col lege or univers i ty , to a v o i d c o v e r i n g the same o l d g r o u n d , to 
a v o i d repeat ing this year what was said last year, and the year 
before. A n d yet this is perhaps the real test o f a g o o d teacher: 
can he cont inue to convey enthusiasms about l iterature, about the 
same l i terature? F o r w e cannot afford to dismiss o u r classics. 
N o r can w e fail to convey enthusiasm. 

T h e teacher has n o w a m o r e test ing ro le than before because 
his audience, f r o m very tender years, has been accustomed to the 
p r o v i s i o n o f entertainment b y professionals — b y po l i t i c ians , 
preachers, p u n d i t s , actors — o n radio and , more effectively, o n 
te lev is ion. A very c o l d eye can be cast u p o n the teacher's per­
formance. N e w standards o f c o m p a r i s o n exist, and m u c h can be 
f o u n d l a c k i n g . L a c k i n g , that is , i n entertainment value. 
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H o w far s h o u l d l ea rn ing entertain? T h i s is a central quest ion 
for m a n y a teacher. Is the teacher mere ly to a i m at a r o u s i n g a n d 
h o l d i n g the p u p i l s ' interests at a l l costs? E d u c a t i o n must not , 
presumably , entertain at the cost o f fa i l ing to instruct and to 
stimulate d i s c i p l i n e d enqui ry . A n d whether o r n o t an ant i -
author i tar ian age l ikes i n s t r u c t i o n (and i t often shows that i t does 
not ) , i n s t r u c t i o n is necessary. T o fai l to p r o v i d e i t is as unfair 
to the taught as is the abnegat ion o f m o r a l respons ib i l i ty b y 
parents w h o fai l to g ive any sense o f standards to their c h i l d r e n 
(often out o f a m i s g u i d e d desire to a v o i d antagonism at a l l costs). 
S h o u l d the c h i l d leave s c h o o l l a c k i n g i n an abi l i ty to w r i t e accurate 
prose? S h o u l d the c h i l d lack an adequate v o c a b u l a r y ? D o e s the 
p u p i l n o t demonstrate thereby an i n a b i l i t y to t h i n k , to express 
ideas as efficiently, as persuasively — indeed let us say as elegantly 
— as possible ? 

T e a c h i n g g r a m m a r , syntax a n d style, h o w e v e r , may be d u l l 
stuff c o m p a r e d to the heady del ights o f p l u n g i n g off the beaten 
track i n t o p o l i t i c a l p h i l o s o p h y , t h r o u g h the hedges o f h i s tory or 
the copses o f comparat ive l iterature. K e e p i n g to the p a t h is 
tedious b u t t o o m u c h d i l l y i n g a n d d a l l y i n g — h o w e v e r s p o r t i n g 
A m a r y l l i s , h o w e v e r w e l c o m i n g the shade — means that the 
p u p i l does n o t get a reasonable v i e w o f the w h o l e terra in o f 
l iterature. 

C h i l d a n d , later, student d o suffer i f those unfashionable three 
r's are neglected: i f the foundat ions are u n s o u n d m o d e r n archi ­
tecture w i l l tumble just as readi ly as o l d . T h e o l d ways o f teaching 
E n g l i s h were perhaps t o o inf lexible , t o o restr ict ive , indeed some­
times too un imag inat ive . T h e n e w c u r v i n g cantilevers o f 'creative 
interpretat ion ' can be as miscalculated, as bad ly constructed, a n d 
hence as dangerous as any col laps ib le m o d e r n b r i d g e or m a t c h b o x 
o f flats. U l t i m a t e l y , h o w e v e r , educat ion depends u p o n the 
i n d i v i d u a l a n d whether he o r she wants to read or w r i t e — n o 
syllabus w i l l h inder that desire. . x , T 


