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‘Forward into the Past’

Acceptance Speech for the Balzan Prize in Classical
Antiquity, 2000

Martin Litchfield West

It might seem self-evident that someone who studies literature is
engaged in literary studies. But one may distinguish at least three
different approaches to the study of literature. The expression ‘liter-
ary studies’ is really applicable only to one of them, or at any rate
there is one that is primarily suggested by it. My energies have been
mainly devoted to the other two. The three approaches are, firstly,
consideration of the intrinsic qualities of literary works, their
beauties or infelicities, the author’s imaginative universe, his com-
positional habits and techniques, and so on; secondly, inquiry into
the work’s relationship to the world outside itself, its dating, its
authenticity, its debts to earlier models or more loosely to the trad-
ition in which it stands, the intellectual and cultural influences
operating on the author; and thirdly—an approach which may draw
on both the other two, among others—the endeavour to resolve
doubts at the verbal level about what exactly the author wrote and
what exactly he meant. These three approaches may be summed up
as literary criticism, literary history, and philology. I would categorize
myself as a philologist and literary historian. My early training was
almost wholly philological. At St Paul’s School in London a legend-
ary pair of teachers, W. W. Cruickshank and E. P. C. Cotter, concen-
trated on instilling in us a sense of Greek and Latin grammar and
style. Week after week we translated passages of English prose and
verse into Greek or Latin prose or verse, and our exercises were
minutely and individually corrected and appraised. We also read
authors, in class or by ourselves, but hardly saw beyond the meaning
of the successive sentences and phrases.



