
THE FIG-TREE

By DORA PYM

INrecent discussions-among classical teachers about the advisability of
alterations in the '0' level Latin syllabus the deepest division of

opinion seemed to be on the comparative value of set books and unseen
translation. Many are reluctant to abandon set books, declaring that,
even for those pupils who make a poor examination showing, the careful
attempt to master some portion of Latin literature has been of value. On
the other hand, it is said that set books may lead to parrot-like memorizing
of inferior translations and that the direct experience of Latin literature
which they give is generally very limited. It is possible to exaggerate the
danger from poor translations. It can be assumed nowadays that boys
and girls approaching an examination will use some translation or other;
time might usefully be spent in the classroom comparing their accuracy
and quality. Versions of a passage of Virgil by Conington, Day Lewis,
Jackson Knight, and the modern equivalent of Kelly's Key might at any
rate set a standard.

Some teachers prefer the translation paper, since it allows wider scope
in reading and the use of time. It is said, however, that the passages set
are too complicated and that, compared with the numbers passing in
other subjects, too many Latin candidates fail; anyhow, it is added, the
supply of suitable verse unseens is becoming exhausted. From some
quarters comes the suggestion that special 'straightforward' passages
should be written for the examination. Classical writers did not, of course,
foresee or provide for these contingencies; nor do the stages of master-
ing the elements of the Latin language correspond neatly to 'levels' or
comparative percentages in school examinations.

Between this Scylla and Charybdis, like the fig-tree for Odysseus,
another suggestion has sprung up, namely that harder unseens should be
set and a dictionary allowed in the examination room. Representative
pieces of real Latin authors could then be set. The idea is not new, and
various objections to it have been advanced. Dictionaries are said to be
too heavy for children to carry, too large and difficult for them to handle.
This objection is no longer valid, for excellent pocket dictionaries, clearly
printed, easy to handle, and of moderate price are now available. Chil-
dren of eight nnd nine arc taught in primary schools to UAC Englillit
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dictionaries and other books of reference; if they ever reach a beginners'
Latin class; they are not likely to find much difficulty in manipulating
small Latin dictionaries.

There is also the objection that translation depending on help from a
dictionary would 'let down the standard' of the '0' Level examination.
Would success in such a test be worth having? Only experiment and
experience can give the answer. To use a dictionary in a translation paper
is a different kind of test from the customary idea of unseens, but not
necessarily an inferior one. Intelligent use of a dictionary is essential to the
study of any language by specialist and non-specialist alike. If, after four
years' work at Latin, a boy or girl could adequately translate unprepared
passages of Latin literature aided solely by a dictionary, not only would
something worth while have been achieved but the way would have been
opened to future reading of Latin for those whose school study of the
language was over. It would not be necessary to set specially written
unseens, nor need the candidate hand in pages of rubbish as the only
possible interpretation of what the ancient writers had to say.

A four-year course in the Main School, however it be examined, must
be an end in itself, neither a foundation for something which will never
be built nor an inferior version of specialist's Latin. Its aim and justi-
fication can only be an introduction to Latin literature; this experience
must have quality and depth even if the amount of Latin rlad is dot I
larges-'I'o provide means for experience and achi~vement so different'
from their own is a challenge to classical teachers. It may well be that the
possibility of an examination in unprepared translation with the help/of
a little dictionary would give scope for experiment in such a four-year
course. Every moment spent on reading Latin and discovering its
meaning would be worth while, not only as linguistic practice, but as a
demonstration that something of interest is being said. It is vital that the
"made-up' ,Latin of the early terms should be interesting and vigorously ex-
pressed. 'We read story-books in childhood', wrote Robert Louis Steven-
son, 'not for eloquence or character or thought, but for some quality of the
brute incident." He was speaking of his own tastes at twelve or thirteen.
It is the story that is important, and it must not be swamped in grammar.
This does not mean, however, that such stories are difficult to write. I
have constantly seen classes of not particularly gifted children concen-
trate with the greatest attention on a simple story composed for them by
their teacher. They were eager to find out what was being said, and
seemed able to make an effort to possess it. There are some stories in
published textbooks which are capable of arousing a like interest and

I Memories and Portraits, ch. xv.
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effort, Can it be that Ilu'Y WI II' originally composed for real children?
Certainly many teachers dll 11'I'lIgnize in practice the principle of
teaching language in :1 lIi)'11i111'11III context by composing serial stories as
a vehicle for new gr:III1I11,II ,III1II1Ylltax.The heroes of these stories are
always the same, and IIII' III \\ work is encountered in a familiar setting;
there is a motive for lollll\\IJlJ( their adventures and finding out what
happens. So the story, \\ 1,.111 \TI it may be, becomes part of a child's
life; expressed in aLai iII 1.111'1l.1gl' pattern it must convey some personal
understanding. If this livillg '"'Ill'lience can be provided, it is the germ
from which understand II II{ III I,atin literature will later grow. The
choice of stories must incvlt.tlily be very varied to suit different
teachers and schools. Ilo\\TVI'I, when the question is asked, 'Does this
story bring the language 10 lrfl'~', much 'made-up' Latin has to be
discarded. An enthusiusuc 1I'''Jlonse cannot, of course, always be
expected from every child III every story, but four lessons a week for
four years are not so spacioua Ilint time can be wasted on anything dull
or dead.

It is for individual tcachcrs t (I decide, according to their circumstances,
which textbook suits them lIl'II1 and when first to introduce the pocket
dictionary. It ought eventually to abolish the flapping of pages and the
losing both of the place and the thread of the story, which reference to
the end of the book occasions. The idea that Latin and English words
can be exchanged like counters must go; for, naturally, in the dictionary
a choice of meanings and sbades of meaning is offered. Advice will be
needed on the selection of the best English word in any given Latin
context. Discrimination and intelligent choice of words could give use-
ful training in both languages just at the age when English vocabulary
needs extension and precision.

Word study of different kinds could be focused on the dictionary.
Derivatives are conveniently sought under the alphabetical arrangement
of a dictionary, whether or not comparison with French and the other
Romance languages is made. Groups of words could be studied: for
example, verbs compounded with prepositions, or words which illumi-
nate Roman life and government. The plan of a Roman house, found
in many beginners' books, could be enlivened by a careful examination
of such words as paterfamilias, patria potestas, liberi, serous, and pietas;
the words for the different kinds of marriage at Rome would also help to
reveal the power of Roman family life in the shaping of Roman society.
Such words as respublica, pax, imperium, municipium, colonia, and ius could
throw light on the Romans abroad. Much knowledge, often reserved
for the sixth form, could be acquired and is more likely to come alive, if
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connected with Latin words accessible in a dictionary than if read in an
English book about the Romans. '

Most teachers read some fragments of 'real Latin' in the first year.
Excellent for. use Vl_'iththe dictionary would be Lucretius' grand list of
nouns to which MISS Woodward called attention many years ago:

in caeloque deum sedis et templa locarunt,
per caelum volvi quia nox et luna videtur,
luna dies et nox et noctis signa severa
noctivagaeque faces caeli flammaeque volantes,
nubila sol imbres nix venti fulmina grando
et rapidi fremitus et murmura magna minarum.

(De Rerum Natura, v. II88-93.)
If the first two lines were translated for them, most beginners' classes
could find their way through the rest before the end of the first year.
They would find the subject relevant and alive. These lines would be
worth discussion and learning by heart; everyone could master them
though they would mean much more to some than to others. '

By the third year the dictionary should be a friend a useful tool in
the reading of real Latin. Constant practice in reading aloud both before
and after translation should have emphasized order and shape in a pas-
sage. The general pattern of sentences can indicate the relative impor-
tance of words and enable some meaning to appear before all individual
words are known. Familiarity with the dictionary ought to make leis (
frequent the remark, 'I looked up all the words but couldn't make sense' .

In the last few terms of the course the study of Latin must yield some
reward ~f permanent value which may be renewed when school days are
over. DIrect contact with Latin literature ought to be this reward. The
same pr~nciple holds as for the early reading. The language must bring
the subJ~ct ho~e to each individual with enlivening vigour. Probably
both rapid reading and concentrated study of chosen passages will be
~ecess~ry: :0 'understand' literature with intelligence and imagination
IS an individual act, not necessarily allied to grammatical gifts or a
good verbal memory. Some ofus who have survived most of the twentieth
century may now 'understand' in a way we could never have known when
young the words

sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt.
Yet we knew, as far as our experience then reached, what the Latin words
meant in English. Now Virgil's words say something to us which English
words cannot say.
Only time and life can bring the experience which makes literature

livein this way; such understanding cannot be forced, and all the teacher
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can do is to take the horses to the water. Latin lilc'lillllrc is remarkably
free from the dangers of second-hand literary scutuucnt, Latin is diffi-
cult, and the attempt to reach the author's meaning IIllei 10 express it in
English can lead to a personal mastery which does 11111c.tli fur 'apprecia-
tion' or a premature expression of literary judgeme lit , 'l'lu'l'c are many
ways inwhich this personal mastery can come. A pall".IW· ..wI! translated
or even just the felicitous matching of words and 1'111 II I I III the two
languages, a passage learned carefully by heart or studied IllId practised
for reading aloud can bring genuine understanding IIIHI I'"' 1H"ulionof
literature. This happens every year in some of the study Hi\ cII 10 some
set books; and, though the scope is not wide, the quality 01 I he' I pcI icnce
should not be undervalued. Those 'second sets', who, "lh'l '411111'l-Iling
through their appointed portion of Virgil, ask to finish IIII' "0011, IIIlV

not learned Latin in vain.
On the other hand, with the use of adictionary allowed and (')(.1111 j 11[11 illl)

candidates asked simply to do what they have been doing week ill, \\111
out, for years, it would be possible for teachers to feel unham] H'lc ,I III

their choice of authors. A wider range might be studied. There l'( 1111,1III'
rapid reading and also concentration on certain passages. An exampl« III
what might be read is the story of Saguntum in Livy xxi, This ill Iuirly
short and provides a fine picture of the Romans abroad and their govcr 11-

ment in action, as well as an exciting, tragic story, full of people who cnu
be vividly known. In the telling of this story Livy reveals his way wit It
history and also his dramatic use of language in description. A literary
masterpiece can be shown to be inextricably interwoven with the language
in which it is written. The following sentence is an example; there are
many others.

cum diu anceps fuisset certamen et Saguntinis quia praeter spem resisterent
crevissent animi, Poenus quia non vicisset pro victo esset, clamorem repente
oppidani tollunt hostemque in ruinas muri expellunt, inde impeditum trepi-
dantemque exturbant, postremo fusum fugatumque in castra redigunt. (xxi.
9. I f.)

There are many ways of studying such a sentence. One way would be
to abandon the preliminary reading in Latin and to write it 'unseen' on
the blackboard, word by word, phrase by phrase, or clause by clause.
The English translation may be written under the Latin words as they
stand. The account of the Saguntine rally is unfolded in logical, and
pictorial, order; a film could be made from this description. It is im-
possible to displace a word without blurring the picture. Examined in
detail, the syntax both sets the scene and brings it to life. The subordinate
subjunctive clauses show the outcome of a struggle in the balance and the
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state of mind of the opposing forces; then the townsfolk in their rapid
rally sweep the enemy out of Saguntum and send them flying back to
camp. The dramatic use of the present tense helps to show the speed of
the movement, while the perfect passive participles, describing the state
of the enemy, emphasize their powerlessness to resist. There are other
points, such as the emphatic position of animi at the end of the Saguntinis
clause, but there is no need to deal with all details so long as the general
picture is clear. When the sentence has been read aloud and translated
into adequate English most classes will in varying degree have had
contact with literature through their study of Latin. It is not necessary
to analyse such an experience or seek to record 'enjoyment'. If anyone
fails to go all the way no harm is likely to have been done.
Itmay be said that this kind of reading could be scrappy. It need not

be. Me. S. S. Sopwith, sometime Senior English Master at Shrewsbury
School, where he had many unliterary pupils, made for his own use in
school an anthology called English Sampler. It contains 'essential' pas-
sages of English literature for careful study and reading aloud. Mr.
Sopwith apologized in his introduction for his 'fragments', saying he
was unwilling to interrupt the reading of complete works for detailed
study. He found that the preparation of any of his fragments for reading
aloud was the best way to 'lead to a new understanding of what literature
really is. . .. The task of the student of literature is like ,that of the
pianist who 'must practise over and over again some passage of the com-
poser whom he wishes to interpret as perfectly as possible.' The method
of study is described in the following passag~, included in the antho~ogy:
The metal you are in search of being the author's mind or meaning, his

words are as the rock which you have to crush and smelt in order to get at it .
.And your pickaxes are your own care,wit, and learning; your smelting furnace
is your own thoughtful soul. Do not hope to get at anygood author's meaning
without these tools and this fire; often you will need sharpest, finest chiselling,
and patientest fusing, before you can gather one grain of metal. I
In such a search the dictionary can be a valuable tool, which, used

under guidance, may mine gold from a language which has proved itself
resilient, concise, and disciplined, adaptable to speech, thought, emotion,
and religion through a thousand years of the history of Europe.

There are undoubtedly those who wish to experiment and adventure
by way of the fig-tree. They should not set out on such an experiment in
any but a positive spirit, desiring to make something new for the four-
year Latinists. I cannot believe that the minority of classical specialists
and the larger minority of those who will still 'need Latin' for Arts

I John Ruskin, 'Of Kings' Treasuries', Sesame and Lilies, § I.
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courses at the university can suffer from access to more Latin authors at
an earlier stage. They need not take the '0' Level examination in Latin,
and if they arrive in the Sixth Form able to use a dictionary and to read
rapidly, they can quickly be taught how to 'do' unseens against time.

There are, of course, plenty who manage to sail past Scylla without
loss of crew and others who do not fear being sucked down by Charybdis.
Both, however, may confidently invest a few shillings in a pocket dic-
tionary. Such a book slips easily into pocket or handbag, so that scholar-
ship in a nutshell is always at hand for reference.


