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Introduction

Still Being Read after so Many Years:
Rethinking the Classic through Translation

Alexandra Lianeri and Vanda Zajko

When Horace in the Epistles tied the excellence of a writer to the qualities that
allow him to live on for a hundred years after his death he both formulated and
interrogated the idea of classical heritage: est vetus atque probus, centum qui
perficit annos. The proof of classical status, the timeless character of a work, is
attained by means of survival in time. On the one hand, the classic is an
everlasting possession, an appeal to immortality secured by the assumed per-
manence of its literary qualities. On the other hand, the idea of timelessness has
itself to be established by setting a frontier within history, a temporal limit which
demonstrates a work’s capacity for survival. For it is not merely the excellence of
the author, but also the time span imposed by his death that sustains this
inaugural category of the classic. In other words, the stark contrast between
the boundary posed by death and the ongoing life of the work structures, from
the outset, the paradoxical condition for the existence of the classic. This book
considers this condition as articulated in the concept and practice of translation.
Its largest contention is that translation offers a key entry point of engagement
with the question of what is a classic. The idea of the classic as a work which
survives its time is grounded on translation as an operation which both mani-
fests historical endpoints and enables their transcendence. The historical bound-
aries which produce the classic are thus, at one and the same time, inscribed in
translation and mediated by it in a way that allows a work to live on and remain
meaningful in new linguistic and cultural environments.

We would like to thank Yorgos Avgoustis, Peter Burke, Geoffrey Lloyd, Robin Osborne, and Jim
Porter for invaluable comments on previous versions of this chapter. We are also grateful to
Stefano Evangelista and the audience of the ‘Classical Translations’ seminar of the Institute
of English Studies of the University of London for an insightful discussion on the subjects of
this work.

! Horace, Ep. 2. 1. 39.



2 Introduction: Rethinking the Classic

This dual process—the articulation of historical divisions and the mediation
of their transcendence—is already exemplified in the constitution of Horace’s
statement as a ‘classic’ determination of the classic. Indeed the constitution of
the term offers itself a fascinating example of the contradiction it signifies. Its
very use thus entails from the outset that any discussion of the classic is already
involved with the object it sets out to describe. Terms such as classic or classical,?
locus classicus and the neologisms classicalness or classicality are not descriptive
literary categories designating a stable historical object, but part of a nexus of
terms bound up with an already established tradition, the negotiation of our
own self-positioning within the limits of this tradition and the conflicts over
authority involved in this process. That means that our use of the term ‘classic’
needs to be considered as both retrospectively formulated and open-ended.

Horace, to whom we have just attributed an inaugural definition of the
term, did not yet have a name for the thing he was designating and his
concept of the classic differed from the one denoted by our current use of
the term. Our ability to make use of his statement is mediated by the history
of a term which appeared about two hundred years later in a minor work of
the second century ap, Aulus Gellius’ Attic Nights, namely classicus. Gellius
used classicus to designate the idea of the model writer. The term was deployed
metaphorically and derived from the Servian constitution according to which
citizens were divided into five classes on the grounds of property standing.
That means that classicus drew a direct link between literary and social
distinction: ‘e cohorte illa dumtaxat antiquiore vel oratorum aliquis vel
poetarum, id est classicus adsiduusque aliquis scriptor, non proletarius’
(one of the orators or poets, who at least belongs to the older band, that is,
a first class and tax-paying author, not a proletarian).?> However, Gellius’
metaphor did not play a dominant role in the trajectory of the concept and
remained far from establishing a ‘classic’ definition. The word itself seems not
to have been used in the Middle Ages, but was attested again in Renaissance
Latin and, shortly afterwards, in the vernaculars.* Still the social connotations
of classicus were largely silenced after Gellius, even though that effacement was
disrupted by the paradox of what we shall later describe as the indeterminable
character of classical qualities and objects. Indeed, with the exception of a
brief paraphrase of Gellius’ passage by Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve’s essay
‘What is a Classic?’ in the nineteenth century,? it is only in the last half of the
twentieth century that literary criticism has revived the claim of the Antonine

2 Unless otherwise noted, the two terms will be used interchangeably throughout the book.
3 Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae 19. 8. 15. 4 Welleck (1973) i. 452.
5 Sainte-Beuve (1971) 83.
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scholar by linking the classic to the politics of taste, canon formation, and
cultural distinction.6

Ernst Robert Curtius aptly notes that the fact that such a basic concept of
Western culture as classicism should go back to a Roman writer, known today
only to specialists, is more than an interesting philological curiosity. The
term’s survival, he goes on, illustrates the sway of chance in the history of
literary terminology. ‘What would modern aesthetics have done for a single
general concept, he asks, a concept ‘that should embrace Raphael, Racine,
Mozart, and Goethe, if Gellius had never lived?’” A similar question can
be asked with regard to the historical investigation of literary and cultural
criticism: What is the role of Gellius’ coinage in the shaping of the history of
the concepts of classicism and the classic? Considering the minor influence
of his use of the term, it would seem that Curtius is right in stressing the
role of chance as a key factor in its survival. It must be noted, however, that
chance emerges here as a viable explanation, because the question is centred
on the force of the term’s origin. But the most interesting question to ask
about the trajectory of classicus is not how Gellius’ term influenced the history
of classicism, but, contrariwise, how classicism constructed its history
by appropriating the Latin term and the concept linked to it. From this
perspective, we can see that it was not Gellius’ term per se that lived on to
reach the modern age, but classicus as it was rewritten and translated into
modern languages, including the forms of Latin used in the Renaissance. This
process did not involve the recovery of a concept in its original form, but
invested that concept with new meaning, which was embedded in the histor-
ical settings in which and for which it was reproduced. What we are thus
required to explain with regard to Gellius’ coinage is not the astonishing
course of events that revived an obscure metaphor, but the historical condi-
tions that allowed that metaphor to evolve within Western cultural history. In
other words, the object of investigation is not a singular concept, but one that
has undergone a series of transformations and evolved to suit a variety of
historical circumstances so that, one might argue, it is unrecognizable as what
it once was. Our explanatory frames would thus need to account, on the one
hand, for a series of concepts, and on the other, for the diverse semantic and
temporal relations that brought these concepts together, under one name, in
the form of a tradition which determined the category of the classic.

It was within the limits of this tradition formed by translations in a broad
sense of the word that Horace’s definition could also be given the status of a
classic statement about the classic. One of the very first deployments of the

6 See especially Guillory (1993). 7 Curtius (1953) 250.
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term ‘classic’ in English was attested in Alexander Pope’s Imitations of Horace,
a free rendering of the Epistles published together with the original. In that
work Pope introduced Horace into the history of classicism by deploying the
term that the ancient critic ‘lacked’. As he wrote, “‘Who last a century can have
no flaw, | I hold that Wit a Classic, good in law.® The full complexity of the
relationship between translation and the classic is brilliantly encompassed in
this rendering. By using the term that was ‘missing’ from the original, Pope
retrospectively constructed the history of the concept of the classic. In doing
so he offered a genealogical definition which later writers, such as Frank
Kermode, could subsequently utilize as the starting point for further deliber-
ations on the concept.? The passage thus exemplifies the way that a particular
text acquired the status of a classic by making a contribution to the way that
category is determined. Hence the temporal status of the ancient concept
needs to be seen as one of becoming rather than being. Its classical identity is
not a direct manifestation of timelessness, but one that continues to be
mediated and configured by changing historical circumstances, which present
the construction of the classic as a historical relationship between past and
present.

It can be argued, therefore, that the idea of the classic is invested in a
particular model of history, one that allows for a perpetual tension between
the enduring and the transient and for the survival of the past in ways that are
comprehensible even to a radically different present. This comprehensibility is
not immediate or unmediated but involves acts of translation by successive
generations of readers. But what exactly happens when these acts of translation
take place? How does translation negotiate the contradiction between the two
mutually oppositional sides of the classic, the timeless and the contingent?
Horace’s and Gellius’ concepts became classical once they were redefined and
translated into terms that differed from what they originally were. Their
classical identity was therefore established by the move that both effected the
death of the concepts in their original form and sustained their survival by
means of transformation and change. This implies that the classic manifests
itself as a special kind of historical identity formed once the original identity of
a cultural work exceeds its own limits by entering the longue durée of historical
time. Thus the problem posed by translation is not how to choose between the
two sides of the concept of the classic, between a culturally bound and a
timeless work. It is how to account for a kind of historicity which is both
formulated in terms of cultural boundaries and capable of transcending them,
a transhistorical identity which manifests itself as change.

8 Pope (1993) 2. 1. 9 Kermode (1983) 117.



Introduction: Rethinking the Classic 5

IDENTITY AS CHANGE: THE (UN)TRANSLATABILITY
OF THE CLASSIC

Responding in part to T. S. Eliot’s paper ‘What is a Classic?’ delivered to the
Virgil Society in 1944, Kermode’s extended essay ‘The Classic, with its
evocative subtitle ‘Literary Images of Permanence and Change’, remains itself
a locus classicus for the exploration of the concept and still sets out what is at
stake. For Kermode what is contested is ‘a received opinion as to the struc-
ture of the past and of its relation to the present’. It is a question of how ‘the
works of the past may retain identity in change, of the mode in which
the ancient presents itself to the modern’. Answers to this question involve
both pragmatic and theoretical considerations. Kermode himself offers a
workaday definition that distils Horace’s argument: classic texts are ‘old
books which people still read’.1® Despite its simplicity the proposition man-
ages to communicate a significant starting point. Classic texts are those that
continue to be valued by reading communities other than those whose
appreciation could have been originally predicted. They carry on speaking,
across spatial and temporal boundaries, even to those whose language and
culture are different and, despite their dislocation, they persist in appearing
both intelligible and significant.

Kermode proposes the formulation that a text would not be recognized as a
classic if ‘we could not in some way believe it to be capable of saying more
than its author meant; even, if necessary, that to say more than he meant was
what he meant to do’ The multiplicity of readings is taken to result here from
a work’s constitutive ambiguity and plenitude, though it is left uncertain
whether this trait is for Kermode bound up with the author’s intention or
comes to light by means of its erasure. At any rate, the category of excessive
meaning is extended by him to include the readings produced in different
contexts of a work’s reception, including its original setting. The survival of
the classic, he writes, must depend ‘upon its possession of a surplus of
signifier’, and thus classical texts ‘must always signify more than is needed
by any one interpreter or any one generation of interpreters’. It is the classic’s
excess of meaning, he argues, that allows its dislodgement and relocation by
means of translations. Thus the latter draw on this potential to articulate, on
the one hand, ‘transitions from a past to a present system of beliefs, language,
generic expectations, and on the other, the continuing ‘relevance of a docu-
ment which has had a good chance of losing it’!!

10 Tbid. 16, 43. 11 Tbid. 80, 140, 117-18.
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But what precisely constitutes an identity of excess or plenitude? For
Kermode the potential of a text to be opened up by subsequent generations
of readers is first to be sought in the text itself, in the indeterminacy of
meaning inherent in it and possibly enlarged over time through readers’
creative responses to it.!2 This contention goes back to Friedrich Schlegel’s
assumption of the secrecy of the classic, the assertion that ‘a classic text must
never be entirely comprehensible. But those who are cultivated and who
cultivate themselves must always want to learn more from it.1*> However, by
linking plenitude to the category of cultivation—an idea that Kermode expli-
citly endorses!*—Schlegel grounds the classic on concrete rules of taste and
interpretation, thus privileging certain readings and excluding others. In other
words, the status of a work as a site of cultural plenitude becomes in turn a
legitimation of specific meanings and values. Indeed, Schlegel’s and Kermode’s
category may arguably be linked to the interpretation of holy texts, and
especially the Protestant approach to the Bible, for which translation both
mediated the understanding of secret meaning, that is, meaning that lay
behind the words of the text, and imposed a single correct interpretation.!5
Still, as James Porter observes, the ‘myth of cultural plenitude’, that is, the idea
that classical texts are tied to a conception of exclusive affluence and influence,
is already inherent in the category of the classicus implying that not all those
men who belong to the different classes can lay claim to the name, but only
those of the first class, who were rated as affluent.16 Cultural plenitude comes
then to signify something other than the ever-expanding potential for rewrit-
ing, which Roland Barthes ascribed to the writerly or modern text. The
concept rather evokes a hierarchy of attributes and interests, an ideal of
classical qualities, which would direct us, for instance, to write anew Homer
or Emily Bronté, instead of, say, working-class literary writing, and make our
rewritings shift alongside the canonical tastes of an age. Deborah Roberts’s
essay shows us some of the strategies employed by translators to reconcile their
sense of a work as classical with such canonical tastes. The demonstrable
variability of classical traditions and the sheer indeterminacy of classical
properties and objects!” suggests that the privileged claim of certain works

12 Kermode (1983) 134. 13 Schlegel (2002) 239. 14 Kermode (1983) 118.

15 This link could be strengthened if we consider how debates about the translation of the
Bible, especially after Luther’s translation, also evoked the interlinking of translatability and
untranslatability by contending that the Bible, as Lynne Long (2005) 1-2, observes, both
requires and defies translation. We would like to thank Katie Fleming for suggesting the
possibility of exploring both conceptual and historical links between the two traditions—a
subject that has not yet been adequately investigated, but lies beyond the scope of this book.

16 Porter (2006) 8-9.

17 On this issue see Porter (2006).
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to being considered classical may arise more from the readers’ need for and use
of those works as a site of plenitude than the sense that their identity differs
fundamentally from others. There has never been complete agreement as to
which texts are to count as classics. For Eliot, for instance, Virgil constitutes
the type of all classics, closely followed by Dante, and to a lesser extent by
Racine—he does not believe that there are any classics in English. But for
Matthew Arnold, it was Greece not Rome, and Homer rather than Virgil who
embodied ‘the modernity’ of the true classic. We shall return to the ideological
function and political implications of this diversity in the last section.

At this point, however, we need to observe that the rejection of semantic
plenitude as an explanation of cultural survival should not imply that classical
works are deprived of all their claims to address a culturally different present.
The historicization of the ideology of classicism does not quite dispute the
potential of cultural works to establish a certain solidarity between the
struggles and polemics, the passions and experiences, the forms, structures,
and tastes of different ages.!8 Indeed, both the abundance of ‘classical’ tradi-
tions throughout Western and non-Western cultural history and the contra-
dictory forces that are at work in defining classical identities make it difficult
to reduce the classic to a mere instrument of propaganda. If the classic is seen
as a work that lives on beyond the conditions of its constitution, it is difficult
to imagine a culture that does not formulate a ‘classical’ heritage, either in
written or in oral form—and Chinese, Arabic, or Indian classics are only the
best-known examples of such traditions outside European history. It may
thus be possible to argue that appeals to classical identity and the practical
processes that construct the classics are fundamental to the very operation of
cultural production. However, this persistence of the classic does not attest to
a past text’s distinguishing qualities, but to the need of each age to locate itself
in time by constructing a genealogical identity that relates the past to the
future. Hence in speaking about translation as a mode of engagement with the
past, we may consider the classic as dependent on what Paul Ricceur and
Antoine Berman have described as the desire to translate. This desire, as
Ricoeur observes, is not to be reduced to an instrumentalist approach to the
past. It exists because of the primary need to exceed what is one’s own, to
broaden the horizon of present meaning and experience!® and to negotiate a
sense of situatedness between the past and the future.

But our use of translation to exemplify this desire disputes the idea of
recovering a source text and brings to light a process of interpretation and
production of meaning through which the past enters the present, while being

18 The concept of solidarity is derived from Jameson (1981) 18.
19 Ricceur (2006) 20-1.
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at the same time powerfully expelled from it. For the semantic and cultural
relation constructed by translations does not offer a sign of continuity or
timelessness, but what Ricceur has described as resistance to the very act
performed by translating. The translator, Ricoeur writes, encounters this re-
sistance at various stages of his enterprise. He meets with it at a very early stage,
as the presumption of non-translatability, the experience of the foreign text as a
lifeless block which is impossible to reproduce, since any such attempt will fall
short of offering an original. Resistance reaches its peak when the fantasy of
perfect translation takes over from this ideal of duplicated original to posit the
question of the adequacy of translation and the fear of the translation taking
place inevitably as a project of failure.2° Finally, there is the resistance encoun-
tered in the frame of the practice of translating, the impossibility of establishing
an identity of meaning and form between the works of a culturally different
past and that of the present. Berman designated this opposition as the ‘test of
the foreign’ and described translation as the unsettling and reflexive encounter
with what lies beyond one’s horizon of understanding. In this volume, Law-
rence Venuti capitalizes on this notion to stress how the foreign character of the
classic reveals a doubleness of trajectory, the ‘both and’ rather than the ‘either
or’ of modes of describing the relationship established between it and transla-
tion. In doing so he demonstrates how the forms of resistance to translation
may find their way into the practice of translating. They take shape in a
language that alerts readers to the absence of textual properties which endure
unaltered throughout the ages, and thus grounds cultural survival in modes of
identity that are couched in terms of change.

However, forms of resistance to translation do not prevent translations
from taking place. The refusal to translate, as Neville Morley suggests, pre-
sented as a resistance of the classical past to appropriation by the present, is
not a recognition of historical distinctness but a projection onto that past of a
certain image of distinction that is far from being ideologically neutral. In
other words, the idea of the untranslatability of the classic is not itself less
bound up with a classicism that asserts the uniqueness of certain texts, than
the claim that classical works are intrinsically qualified to transcend linguistic
and cultural boundaries. An important insight of translation studies has been
that the assumed impossibility of translation is refuted by the very existence of
works which are recognized as translations by the communities which pro-
duce them and read them, including communities of scholars who investigate
the history of translation.2! Translation takes place not despite of, but by

20 Ricceur (2006) 5.
21 On this issue, see, among others, Toury (1995), Bassnett (1991), Hermans (1985), and
Venuti (1995), (2004).
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means of boundaries that render it impossible. That is so because such
boundaries are themselves articulated through the medium of translation. As
John Sallis’s essay contends, by investigating the contradictions of the idea of
translation as cross-linguistic or cross-cultural transfer throughout Western
philosophy, any scheme of historical demarcation of cultures and languages
would have to be grounded on translation; for the end of translation is
philosophically indeterminable.

Thus the understanding of the classic from the viewpoint of translation
challenges the opposition between an everlasting and a multiple identity. As
Jo Paul suggests, by focusing on the interlinking of translation and cinematic
adaptation sustaining Homer’s presence in Le Mépris, this challenge is espe-
cially evident in forms of intersemiotic translation, whose function as inter-
pretative and culturally located acts sets the site for the re-production of the
classics. The act of translating indicates that the quality of works that become
classics lies in the constitution of survival as a form of negotiation of the gap
between past and present meaning. In the words of Dan Hooley, it is ‘an
inherently creative act paradoxically reaching out to, attempting to incorpor-
ate, something no longer there’. It therefore implies that the question to ask
about cultural survival is not the familiar opposition between the timeless and
the historical, but the co-articulation of these categories in a way that each
one of them, as we shall see, both sustains and endangers the other.

TRANSLATION AND THE HISTORICAL TEMPORALITIES
OF THE CLASSIC

Each of these categories draws support from a corresponding trait in estab-
lished considerations of the notion of the classic. Thus the idea of translation
that claims to move a work across the ages evokes what Hans-Georg Gadamer
has called the normative side of the classics: a consciousness of something
enduring, of significance that lives on and is independent of the shifting of
time, ‘a kind of timeless present that is capable of becoming contemporan-
eous with every other present’. By contrast, the second category corresponds
to what Gadamer describes as the historical side of the classical tradition: the
concept of works representing a certain period of time and a certain phase of
historical development (as exemplified, for instance in the stylistic and con-
ceptual character of art, literature, or philosophy in fifth-century Athens), but
not a suprahistorical value.22

22 Gadamer (1989) 288.
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This conflictual structure has frequently been considered as positing a
choice between timelessness and historical contingency. Kermode has argued,
for instance, that the doctrine of classic as model entails the assumption that
past cultural production can be more or less immediately relevant and
available, that the classic can be in a sense contemporaneous with the present.
When this assumption is questioned and rejected, he goes on, the whole idea
of the classic as transhistorical model is being disrupted.2? In other words, the
consciousness of time articulated by the two sides of the classic implies that
the concept is itself contradictory. Its normative side stands against the
historical one in such a way that the concept cannot attain a peaceful identity
of the self with the self. Translation stems from and confirms this contradic-
tion: the necessity of translation indicates that no aspect of the classic can
survive in the present in an unmediated form; while, at the same time, the
very existence of translations affirms that it is impossible simply to repudiate
the idea of cultural survival. However, the sense of time entailed by the
category of translation takes the question of the classic a step beyond
the juxtaposition of the concept’s constitutive parts. For while the encounter
of these parts, especially in European thought, has invited attempts to resolve
the contradiction by prioritizing one of them over the other, translation
points towards a mediation indicating that each of these sides is already
implied by the other.

The challenge to the exemplarity of the classic brings to light a dimension
of time that is unrepeatable and thus unable to sustain the survival of works
that take shape within its limits. The emergence of this consciousness of time
in Europe has been set as far back as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in
the political and historiographical thought of the civic humanist tradition of
the Italian city states. John Pocock has traced in this context a form of
historicism for which the turn to antiquity defined political life, and life in
the city-state in particular, as transcendent in terms of its aim to realize for
citizens all the values that people are capable of realizing, and at the same time
particular, in the sense that it is finite, located in space and time.24 Yet both the
civic humanist endeavour and the cultural engagement with the classics that
took shape in the same period confined the contradiction of the classic to a
notion of cyclical history, in which the distance between the past and the
present found its place within a scheme of recurrence and rebirth.25 The civic
humanist turn to political antiquity, mediated as it was by Polybius’ circular
succession of regimes, defined the finitude of the city-state in terms of its rise
and fall as an exemplary regime, although the attempt to revive antiquity led

23 Kermode (1983) 16-17. 24 Pocock (2003a).
25 On this issue see Jauss (2005).
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to a certain consciousness of the gulf between past and present and on
occasion the inapplicability of ancient experience to modern times.26 Like-
wise, the Renaissance idea of literature and the arts served to delimit a new
epoch by evoking the birth, demise, and revival of an exemplary cultural
production, traced from antiquity through the newly defined Middle Ages
to the Renaissance itself. Thus while both fields articulated the erasure of a
cultural work or practice from the field of history, they affirmed the timeless-
ness of normative classics by inserting them in the cycle of engendering,
death, and resurrection.

It was only by the late seventeenth century and throughout the eighteenth
that classical tradition was set against the modern in a way that allowed the
idea of the classic explicitly to accommodate the category of unrepeatable
time. At the onset of this period, the querelle des anciens et des modernes
offered the first serious challenge to the transhistorical model of antiquity and
the first intellectual framework which elaborated a resolution to the ensuing
contradiction of the classic. The outcome of the quarrel, in both France and
England, was the construction of a new category which modified the temporal
sense of the classic, namely the ‘relative classic’: the work whose perfection
had to be appraised by standards pertaining to its age, rather than universal
ones.?” For the first time, in the words of Fred Parker, the classical was
‘perhaps to be illuminated through scholarship but not to be grasped through
empathy’ and the coinage concluded the conflict by offering a common
ground wherein the two combatants would meet with one another. It allowed
the modernes to challenge the claim that antiquity was unique in prescribing
classical properties and the anciens to defend the divergence of the Greek and
Roman past from classicism’s dominant preferences. Yet its significance for
the semantics of the concept of the classic lies elsewhere. The ‘relative classic’
offered for the first time a clear index of the contradiction between the
normative and the historical side of the classic. Set alongside the absolute
classic, the new category articulated a tension which could then be traced
retrospectively to all previous instantiations of the concept going back to
Longinus,?® and would lead in the following centuries to the gradual dis-
mantling and negation of antiquity’s timeless status.

To speak of the classic as a relative category would thus entail a semantic
transformation that would move antiquity beyond the status of the model to
be recovered by imitation and prepare for the historicist image that was to
dominate literary and historiographical appraisals in the nineteenth century.

26 On the theme of ‘rise and fall’ see Pocock (2003b).
27 Jauss (2005) 345, and Levine (1991).
28 On this issue see Curtius (1953) 380—404.
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However, the new concept did not quite allow for the mediation of the
contradiction between the historical and the normative classic, but prescribed
instead a forceful resolution. The position that ancient and modern times
were, in the realm of culture, distinct from one another, while also both being
privileged claimants to the label ‘classical” presupposed a determination of the
concept in terms that stood beyond the historical fields in which it was
realized. To be sure, this move was not centred on defining some concrete
properties of the classic that would be found in all ages. For such properties
were now set by the traditions of both the ancients and the moderns and
would prove to be incompatible with each other. The act of definition rather
took shape on the level of the epistemological assumptions of the comparison
itself: the presumed neutrality of the perspective that sustained the choice of
the specific parts to be compared to one another: Graeco-Roman antiquity
and the modern European tradition. In this connection, Hans Robert Jauss
has aptly spoken of a ‘point of perfection) a standard of comparison that
made it possible for the quarrel to bring together, under one category, cultural
forms and practices confined exclusively to European culture. In other words,
the terms of a resolution were prescribed by a transhistorical idea of the classic
that was presupposed to the choice and appraisal of specific historical articu-
lations of classical perfection. The positing of this concept resolved the
contradiction of the classic by constructing a special link between Greek
and Roman antiquity and modern Europe, as the two distinct and yet
privileged classical models. But this move, as Marcel Detienne has argued,
could not be founded on a neutral historical judgement. It involved the
construction of comparables and thus defined by implication the range of
the ‘incomparable’: the traditions expunged from the boundaries of the
classic.2? The ‘relative classic’ arose on the condition that it found its place
within a frame of comparable cultures, each of which conformed to the
unifying transhistorical quality that defines the normative classic.

It is precisely this quality, the concept of the classic that sustains an
exclusive relationship between antiquity and European modernity, that is
challenged by the operation of translation. Translations sustain this challenge
by shifting attention from a comparative appraisal of cultures that are select-
ively brought together in the frame of critical analysis to the constitution
of the classic as an open-ended relation between cultures that engage with
one another on a global level. There is no historical community which can
be expunged from the field of translation. The route for the construction
of the classics thus ceases to be confined to a set of standards claimed by
certain historical epochs and becomes an interaction between every cultural

29 Detienne (2000).
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community engaging with another, including that of the critic or historian. In
other words translation displaces the classic from the history of single cultures
or epochs reaching their limits and puts it within a frame of world history
wherein different limits and standards are opposed to one another. Such a
contention requires a radical transformation of the comparative frame of
privileged cultural moments and its replacement by a sense of time that
sustains a continuously diversified and diversifying narration of classical
identity. It may thus be said that an approach to the classic through the
history of translations goes beyond a temporality which spatializes time by
assuming a static endpoint of each epoch3® without simultaneously recogniz-
ing how such limits are also violated by translation, including the forms of
translation which allow the analyst to articulate their existence. Discussing
this phenomenon of the ‘translational series’, Richard Armstrong suggests
that ‘in its vertical and horizontal orientations, it is inherently Janus-faced,
looking both to the past and the present’.

The spatialization of time implied by the relative classic is crystallized in the
association, posited by Kermode, between classics and empire—the concept
which, ever since Polybius, has identified the spatial limits of imperial expan-
sion with the narrative limits of history writing. Engaging with Eliot’s dis-
tinction between the universal classic and that which is only such in relation
to works in its own language,3! Kermode contends that the former of these
categories is grounded on the expansive logic of the empire. It is not a
coincidence, he explains, that Eliot chose Virgil as the true example of a
universal classic. Underpinning it was the Virgilian prophecy of the imperium
sine fine, the perceived destiny of Rome as the historical moment that bore
within it the potential of universality: the classic which sustained the infinite
expansion of its origin through the act of reiteration—the recognition of
Virgil as a universal.32 But the empire without an end is not a temporal
category, even though imperial expansion formally takes place in the course
of time. The idea of empire implies that the metropolitan centre—Rome—
establishes itself as a centre of political and cultural authority, the culture that
defines an all-inclusive destiny of language and history as the spreading out of
something that was there, fully shaped from the beginning. Eliot defined this
destiny as the freezing of time under the aegis of maturity and civility, the
accomplishment of a final point and the conquest of all possibilities of
transformation and change. ‘If there is one word on which we can fix,
which will suggest the maximum of what I mean by the term “a classic”,” he
writes, ‘it is the word maturity’3?> However, it is impossible to sustain this idea

30 On this issue see Lefebvre (1991). 31 Eliot (1945) 10.
32 Kermode (1983) 25. 33 Eliot (1945) 10.
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of maturity, as applied to the universal classic, once we set it against the
dependence of the operation of translation. The ‘mature’ state of language and
culture, purportedly achieved by the metropolitan centre and confirmed
through its expansion, requires a process that is more than mere reiteration
and transfer. Texts that become classics move into the periphery through the
act of translation. Yet this act, far from asserting the finality of the classic,
raises questions about who does the moving, what forms of gain and loss are
involved in this process, and how translating communities actively contribute
to this becoming. Thus even concepts that are supposedly globalized, such as
modernity or postmodernity, and centres of culture that have claimed for
themselves a worldly authority, turn out to be local and indeed provincial.34
Lorna Hardwick, in this volume, probes the history of post-colonial transla-
tion of Western classics to demonstrate how the act of translating, far from
endorsing the stability of the classic, posits it in a constantly renewable state of
beyond, a condition of transformation that could always materialize differ-
ently in the future.

Still this state of transformation does not imply an idea of historicity that
confines classics and translations to various originating moments. Or at least
it cannot do so without simultaneously denunciating the category of the
classic. Nietzsche saw this clearly when he attempted a declassicization of
the Greeks and contrasted the classic to the foreign: ‘One does not learn
from the Greeks—their manner is too foreign, and too fluid, to have an
imperative, a classical effect’3> In other words, it is not possible to continue
to speak of the classic without maintaining some sense of its transhistorical
side, the normative aspect of the classical effect. Classical scholarship has been
aware of this condition since Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff’s 1921
Geschichte der Philologie polemically—but also reluctantly—omitted the epi-
thet that qualified his discipline.?¢ In many ways this omission dominated
twentieth-century scholarship as a gradual dismantling of the normative
classic. As was noted in a recent edition of Wilamowitz’s work, the term
‘classic’ rings more hollow than ever today and hence ‘we are all the more
open to Wilamowitz’s farsighted project of an “unclassical antiquity,” against
which philology and history counterbalance and complement one another’.3?
However, this historicizing move has left us with an aporia centred on the very
question of historical consciousness. If, as Gadamer notes, ‘only the part of
the past that is not past offers the possibility of historical knowledge’38 is it

34 On the role of translation in attempts at provincializing European history see Chakrabarty
(2000) and Liu (1995).

35 Nietzsche (1982) 557. 36 Porter (2006) 1.

37 Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1998) 93. 38 Gadamer (1989) 289.
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possible to abandon the idea of cultural survival without simultaneously
erasing the potential for historical knowledge? Is there a consciousness of
history, if that consciousness is closed to past voices and unable to make them
continue to speak in the present?

A response to these questions would require us to qualify the binarism of the
opposition between the normative and the historical classic in a way that the
tension between them remains unresolved. Gadamer maintains that ‘the clas-
sical epitomises a general characteristic of historical being: preservation amid
the ruins of time’. It is timeless in the sense that it survives across historical ages.
And yet this timelessness is a mode of historical being, on which the knowledge
of history is preconditioned.?® It is precisely this duality that is codified by
subjecting the classic to the operation of translation: the variety of voices
through which the classic enters the course of history is, at one and the same
time, an index of its specificity and the realization of its timelessness, that is
to say, its potential for cultural survival. Or conversely, the untimeliness of
classics founds both their embeddedness in their historical moment and their
potential to transcend it. Translation, Johan Geertsema argues, engaging with
J. M. Coetzee’s idea of the classic, allows us to ask in a meaningful way what
remains of the classic after classical works have been historicized and confined
to place and time. And the answer to this question lies in the relation—intrinsic
to translation—between the two sides of the classic. Nietzsche indicated this
interlinking when he claimed that the classic acquires its status because of its
untimeliness. As he wrote, ‘T do not know what meaning classical studies could
have for our time if they were not untimely—that is to say, acting counter to our
time and thereby acting on our time and, let us hope, for the benefit of time to
come.4® The declassicization of antiquity implied by Nietzsche’s contrast be-
tween the classic and the foreign is completed here by the positing of untime-
liness as a trait that sustains a work’s transhistorical status. But ‘untimeliness’
requires translation in order to be manifested as such throughout time. This
condition not only makes translations a privileged field in which to study the
peculiar historicity of texts that survive in time; it also indicates how these texts
can become sites of a critical and reflexive move that is parallel to the classic’s
dominant and imperialist status. In this connection Andrew Benjamin turns to
Holderlin’s Das Hichste to explore how the politics of the work, and specifically
the interpretation it suggests of the link between law and violence indicated
in the original, stems from the relationship between the finite and the
infinite constituted by translation. It is this relation that allows the classics to
offer modes of resistance to dominant world-views even at moments when they
seem to be appropriated and adapted to the cultural frame of their reception.

39 Tbid. 289-90, 284. 40 Nietzsche (1983) 60.
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THE POLITICAL IMPERATIVE OF TRANSLATION

Azzedine Haddour reminds us, by focusing on the Arabic translation of Greek
classics, that the history of translation needs to be viewed as a multidirectional
rather than linear development, taking shape within the field of a world
culture. His chapter argues for the need to reinstate the non-Western medi-
ation of the Greek and Roman traditions which the West has defined as classic
by appropriating them and confining them to a thread of history which linked
them directly to the European modern era. This contention sets out a key
theoretical perspective and a limit for this project. The book aims both to
challenge the coherence of the Western reception of the classics and dismantle
the univocity of the category of the classic; yet it does so by focusing on the
inner contradictions of the Western classical tradition and thus setting beyond
its scope the constitution of non-Western classics—a choice prescribed no less
by pragmatic reasons than by the need to achieve a relatively unified theor-
etical and historical perspective. Within this frame, it argues that translation
involves a multiplicity of directions, none of which can be privileged over the
others, as each of them stems from the same principle of the heterogeneity of
tongues. Such a condition, Charles Martindale suggests on the grounds of an
idea of translation drawing on Kantian aesthetics, has a political dimension
that goes beyond the strict historicization of the classics. Indeed, the call to
translate, to paraphrase Ricoeur, is an ethical and political project for a post-
Babel humanity, a vital means of negotiating linguistic and cultural alterity. In
this, as well as the temporal dimension, it is open-ended—translation of the
classic establishes its identity on the grounds of a limitless interlinking of
incomparables, a dynamic reconstitution of a work which potentially includes
every human culture and tongue. This potential of the classic to belong to
everyone, to function as a transcultural marker of value and appeal to the
‘citizen of the world), involves a cosmopolitanism that cuts across national
identities and idioms. But such cosmopolitanism is complex because the
consensus it articulates can be seen as a violent disavowal of difference as
well as an enabling mediation of diversity.

The history of cosmopolitanism is emplotted, more often than not, as
having its origin in the ancient world, in Stoic or Cynic philosophy, Her-
odotus or sometimes even Homer, and its trajectory is mapped via Kant and
the European Enlightenment.4! As such it can be regarded as a Western or
‘First World’ construct and criticized for its elitist preoccupations. Julia

41 See e.g. Appiah (2006), 3; Cronin (2006), 6-9; Brekenridge et al. (2002), 1; Vertovec and
Cohen (2002) 5, 14-16; Derrida (2001) passim.
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Kristeva has argued, for example, that from its inception cosmopolitanism
was a flawed project since it sought to extend the ideal of the polis to
encompass the entire world, forcing other peoples to find their place within
it. It emerged from the core of a global movement that abolished laws,
differences, and prohibitions and in doing so it challenged ‘the founding
prohibitions of established society and perhaps of sociality itself’.42 Al-
though this charge can be refuted by resisting the urge to homogenize the
concept, and by pointing instead to the plural cosmopolitanisms that
originated in, and take account of, alternative cultural traditions, the status
of cosmopolitanism as an ethical and political project is fiercely contested.
Whether it is conceived as a sociocultural condition, an academic discipline,
a mode of political praxis, or a state of mind, it has become an important
topic in contemporary debates about universalism, multiculturalism, and
identity politics. These debates are profoundly implicated in definitions of
the classic. The so-called ‘canon wars’ of the 1980s and 1990s were fought in
part over the criteria that qualified texts to be counted as part of a national
literature. The curricula that subsequently emerged aimed to be more
representative of the diverse cultural groups within national communities
and to recognize the claims of these groups to a distinctive institutional
presence. Literary texts came to be regarded as expressing something of
particular racial, ethnic, sexual, or gendered identities rather than of ideas
and values that could be assumed relevant or reflective of human beings
more generally. And, in addition, the assertion of such relevance was
discredited as a form of cultural imperialism that projected a false univer-
sality of world culture at the expense of specific local mores. The idea that an
individual work could provide a nation, in the words of Michael Cronin,
with ‘the cultural alibi of literary excellence’? began to be found suspect and
in its place there developed an emphasis on the awareness of the idiosyn-
cratic qualities of smaller-scale literary traditions and a sense of the ac-
countability of the cultural critic who plays a role in deciding which texts are
read and by whom.*# In this volume, Dimitris Maronitis explores the terms
of this critique and its implications for translation practice by discussing the
national and cultural politics involved in intralingual translation from
ancient into modern Greek.

But nowhere have the complexities of these developments been more
explicitly articulated in recent years than in the debates surrounding post-
colonial writing and literary translation. Within these debates the political
and ethical responsibilities of the translator have taken centre-stage as the

42 Kristeva (1991) 60. 43 Cronin (2006) 31.
44 See e.g. Bloom (1987), (1995); Gorak (1991); Martindale (1996) 109-17.
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ramifications of the analogy between colonization and translation have been
explored. It is not only a matter of pointing to the covert (and sometimes not
so covert) power dynamics between one language and another, between one
national literature and another, but also of excavating the ideologies that
underpin their potency. For systems of evaluation, far from being value-
neutral, can themselves be regarded as complicit in grander narratives of
territorial expansion and appropriation. If the texts that have been designated
as classics conventionally come from within the European tradition and can
be seen as implicated in that tradition’s colonial engagement with the rest of
the world, the discourse of defining, contemplating, and querying them is
grounded in the same tradition. Here we can see a parallel with the discourse
of cosmopolitanism to the extent that it is outlined above: in both cases the
aestheticized assumptions of value within a particular tradition are reaffirmed
and propagated by reading practices which originate in the same cultural
space and literary texts themselves are empowered to function as authoritative
sites of self-fashioning at a whole variety of individual and collective levels.

The idea of this kind of empowerment underpins the multiculturalist
project which, arguably, is grounded in a politics of identity, advocating a
celebration of diversity, but working with a model which takes rather for
granted the priority of ethnocentric relations. A multiculturalist canon em-
braces the idea that other cultural formations, aside from the European West,
have produced other classics, and it welcomes a globalized cultural economy
that encourages ever-increasing traffic between different areas of the world,
and, given the huge increases in migration, within the boundaries of the
nation-states whose ‘post-ethnic’ profiles become ever more rich and com-
plex. If we compare this with cosmopolitanism as a political, intellectual, and
ethical endeavour, there are considerable overlaps in terms of the sense of
relishing an open-ended broadening of multi-perspectival cultural horizons,
but there is perhaps a significant difference in terms of the way that identity
itself is conceived. The many ‘branches’ of cosmopolitanism share above all a
resistance to oversimplistic narrations of identity that deny or downplay the
capacity of individuals to choose changing, multifaceted, partial, and some-
times contradictory affiliations. Such affiliations make it hard to talk about
literary texts as ‘representative of’, or ‘belonging to’ a particular cultural group
because they might rather be representative of some aspects of some members
of that group, only some of the time.

So what of the role of the translator in such circumstances? Within a post-
colonial economy the translator is intimately involved in negotiating the
historically determined configurations of power between languages which,
due for example to global economic circumstances and disparities in the
means of production of knowledge, often continue to shape transactions in
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the present.4> Within a context which is more aware of, or more concerned to
emphasize, the transience and partiality of linguistic (amongst other) iden-
tities, might the role of the translator itself need to be reconceived in order to
take account of intersecting and shifting global and local perspectives? There
is certainly a sense in which all translators could be described as ‘cosmopol-
itans’ in that they must be mobile, open, and responsive to the nuances of
other cultures and willingly endure experiences of cultural disorientation. But
is this perhaps to paint an overly optimistic picture and too readily accept a
generally progressivist view?

The account given above which sees nationalist hierarchies ceding to a
multiculturalism that is now in turn evolving into multiple cosmopolitanisms
is not the only way of telling this particular tale. It would be equally possible
to think of the three discourses coexisting and competing, and indeed, to a
theorist of cosmopolitanism this intricacy might seem more persuasive.
Debates still rage about the need for, and desirability of, a refined concept
of universalism as a potential means of mediating between the global and the
particular: Cronin, for example, compares the old-fashioned transcendent
universalism of ‘cultural immobility’ with an imminent universalism which
centres on the idea of potential.#6 And the paradox of the utopian vision of
cosmopolitanism may seem to depend both upon projecting some sense of
transcultural value and on retaining a respect for the singular location, on
mediating, in other words, between brutalizing homogeneity and the absence
of solidarity between individuals. If we think about this paradox from the
perspective of translation we might conclude that the ideal of the classic as
embodying universal, translatable values produces analogous effects: in as-
suming that cultural value is transferable from one context to another it
potentially subsumes the distinctive qualities of languages, nationalities, and
social groups and the role of a work within a particular literary tradition
is effaced. In this instance its meaning may become so dilute and one-
dimensional that it becomes indistinguishable from any and every other
work. On the other hand, if the worth of a text within a ‘micro-context’ is
overstressed, it may only be possible for it to signify in parochial, incommu-
nicable ways that hold little value for audiences other than the immediate.
One might argue that it is precisely in the processes of negotiating, challen-
ging, and affirming cultural differences that the classic asserts its status as a
classic: it is only these processes, integral both to the practices of translation
and of cosmopolitanism, that enable the classic to become visible as a classic
and to continue to signify as such.

45 On translation and post-colonialism see Simon and St-Pierre (2000); Tymoczko (1999);
Bassnett and Trivedi (1999).
46 Cronin (2006) 30.



20 Introduction: Rethinking the Classic

At this stage, as Coetzee’s discussion of translation practice suggests, we
should remember that we are discussing not only theoretical positions, but
also pragmatic strategies that shape the experiences of individuals within
numerous institutional contexts. Within the theatre, for example, Michael
Walton discusses how the emergence of the director as interpreter led to an
interrogation of playtexts as ‘working potential’ rather than ‘completed arte-
facts’ and initiated the practice of performing classical plays in a contempor-
ary context. The pedagogic implications of the need for mediation between
extremes of familiarity and difference, comfort and alienation, as outlined
above, are nowhere clearer than when attempting to justify either the reten-
tion of ‘old classics’ on existing curricula or the adoption of ‘new classics’
which might threaten the status quo. Hardwick discusses in her essay how
translations (in the broadest sense) of Greek and Roman texts both assert the
notion of the classic—since translation typically ascribes value to the source,
and yet subvert it—since translations remake texts for new situations and
therefore change perceptions of that source. She works with the concept of
hybridity, a term that has emerged from the debates we have been discussing,
to contest the simple opposition between the old and the new and she
develops a spatial metaphor to suggest that the situation of these hybrid
texts, occupying previously ‘empty sites’ in and between cultures, can gener-
ate transformation of cultural, temporal, and aesthetic relationships. It can-
not be assumed that they either reinforce existing social and political divisions
and prop up old hierarchies, or play a role in forming counter-cultures and
sustain resistance to domina