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THE TRUE AIM OF CLASSICAL
EDUCATION .

It may seem paradoxical to say that the present circum¬

stances of education in England contain much that is
favourable to a consideration of the true scope and aim of

classical education , and of the best means for improving
Yet the very reaction of feeling, directly or
indirectly expressed , against classical education , which is
so marked a feature in the speculation and writing of
modern English educationists , has done something to clear
the ground for the classicists . While some parts of the old
English classical system have been either given up, or are
generally condemned , as unsuited for general educational
purposes, the claims of natural science and modern
languages, history and literature have effectively as¬
serted themselves ; and another half century will in all
probability not have passed before flourishing modern
schools have been called into existence throughout the
country. All this implies the diversion of a number of
mmds which are, or are supposed to be, unlikely to derive
any benefit from classics, into channels of activity more
suited to them . And it also implies , or ought to imply,
its methods .
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that the hoys who are in future to devote themselves to
classics will be less encumbered than formerly by the
presence of unwilling or incapable comrades : and that
teachers , with their mechanical burdens so much lightened,
will be able to give themselves with a clearer mind than
hitherto to the study of their subject and the improvement
of their methods of teaching . Under these circumstances
it may be well to consider what is the real aim of classical
education , whether the common English conception of it
is true or adequate , and whether our methods of teaching,
even at school, are as fruitful as they might he.
In ordinary English speech and conception, a “ good
scholar ” is not the “ Gelehrte ” of Fichte , but a good
classical linguist of fine taste for classical literature,
and of sense and ability as a composer. Nor can it be
denied that the strength of English scholarship has on
the whole lain (save in a few brilliantly exceptional cases)
not in the employment of linguistic research with a view
to the illustration of history and antiquities , or the increase
of knowledge in general , hut in verbal criticism and the
refinements of composition . I once heard one of our most
eminent literary men express “ his profound conviction
of the superiority of English to German scholarship . His
meaning turned out to he that he considered that the
English wrote better Latin verses, and struck out better
emendations , than the Germans . This insular conception
of a scholar and scholarship would in Germany probably
he considered incomplete . The study of classics is the
threshold of history , philosophy , poetry , and the humani¬
ties generally : of this study , whose subject is nothing less
than a large and important branch of the history of man¬
kind , the scholar is the representative , and not merely of
literary taste and tact in composition and emendation.

This, or nothing , is the position of classical learning and
research. Turn classics into a mere study of words, and
you are at once exposed to the attacks of the realists , who
urge with unanswerable force that it is things , not words,
which are the real nourishment of the mind . One of the
most eminent of living European scholars , in speaking
of the advance made hy Joseph Sealiger on the too
exclusively literary character of the contemporary Italian
scholarship, says : “ At the time of Scaliger’s appearance ,
the artistic enthusiasm of the Italians had entirely
degenerated into .feeble toying . Their Bornan lineage
encouraged their narrow-hearted vanity to lay claim to a
monopoly of classical taste ; and , worse than all, classical
studies, under their direction , fell into the serious danger
of being exclusively directed to the ends of sesthetical
enjoyment. It was high time to give their due prominence
to the claims of knowledge, that truth , side by side with
beauty, might obtain its separate due, and that the in¬
structive labour of analytical research might steel the
character of the scholar himself .”*
It is difficult to estimate accurately the causes which
have produced this peculiarity (for such it now is) in the
average English idea of scholarship : nor can I profess
to do more than suggest one, which, doubtless in con¬
nection with others , appears to have contributed to the
result in question . Philological study in England has
suffered from a circumstance which has widely affected
°ur literature at large : the undue separation of literary
pursuits from practical life. I do not of course mean that
We have not eminent statesmen who take a keen interest
® literature , and who even write books on classical sub¬
jects, or that a classical quotation is not well received in
* Jacob Bernays , Joseph Justus Sealiger , p. 6.
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the House of Commons. I mean that the force with
which political , mercantile , and professional pursuits lay
hold of the best minds in England is so great , that
literature , and classics along with it , have come, almost
unconsciously , to be generally regarded rather as the
ornaments or elegant diversions of existence than as
worthy of the whole attention and devotion of serious
minds . The Church has been, in the main , the guardian
of whatever literary tradition England possesses : out¬
side the Church , though we have eminent literary men,
we have, properly speaking , no literary public . From
whatever cause, philosophy has not had its due weight
among us . Our best literary productions are poetry, or¬
namental or rhetorical prose, and historical or political
writing . But it is philosophy which raises the general
tone of a national literature , by keeping before the eyes of
literary men , whether philosophers by profession or not,
the ideal standard of intellectual aspiration . Without
Kant , German literature and scholarship , even German
poetry , would not have been the moving power in Europe
which they have been : just as, had there been no philoso¬
phers and sophists in Greece, large parts of the Athenian
drama would have lacked the interest which they now
possess . The highest interests of the mind having failed
to make their claims generally felt in England , our litera¬
ture is emotional , or rhetorical , or practical : seldom, in
the highest sense, speculative .
Though conjecture in such matters may be rash, it
seems natural to connect the mainly rhetorical character
of our scholarship with the phenomenon of which I have
attempted to give a general description . ' But , whatever
reason may be assigned for the fact, few people, I suppose,
will deny that the character of our scholarship is in the
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main rhetorical , or that our idea of a scholar is mainly that
of a classical rhetorician . To produce classical rhetoricians

has been the aim of our higher school teaching : nor can
it be said that a radically different method of philological
study has been inculcated in our Universities with any¬
thing like the same force with which it is inculcated by
the best professors in the German Universities . We keep
our boys at school till nineteen , without making any sub¬
stantial alteration in a method of study which was originally
intended to cease at an earlier age. The constant and
minute study of form and grammatical expression , the
habit of writing short pieces of verse and prose composi¬
tion, and of learning by heart passages of the best classical
authors, is all an excellent external discipline , calculated
not only to inculcate upon the mind the importance of
accuracy in small things , but also to impress on the
imagination the beauty of the great classical masterpieces .
But the object of classical study should be not merely the
cultivation of the taste and the direction of the mind ’s eye
to the beauty of form, but the strengthening of the under¬
standing and the judgment .
The study of form may be carried to a point when it
ceases to be a real mental discipline , or when the benefits
which it confers can be attained in a different way. The
somewhat piecemeal system so commonly pursued in our
classical schools is very useful and strengthening while a
hoy is still a boy, but there is a time when his mind begins
to assume a more manly habit , and when the continuance
a mainly formal training ceases to exercise his faculties ,
which now require a wider field for their employment .
The undue prolongation of what I have called a piece¬
meal system is greatly encouraged by the fact that nineteen
or twenty is the common limit of age up to which a boy
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may compete for a college scholarship . An intelligent hoy

(say) of seventeen, high up in the highest form of his
school, often finds that he must fix his attention on the
scholarship for which he hopes to try in about two years;
and thus both his own attention and that of his teachers
are more or less drawn off from the consideration of what
is best for him , to the consideration of what are, or what
are generally imagined to be, the conditions of success.
Consciously or unconsciously , the hoy begins to think of
examinations , of short pieces to he translated at sight, of
general questions to be neatly answered, of subjects for
essays to be smartly treated . All this tends , though im¬
perceptibly , to interfere with his acquiring the rudiments
of a broader view of classical literature and history . His
view is directed to an immediate and a practical end. He
thinks less of studying than of conquering ; he is anxious
not so much to gain knowledge as to be armed against
attacks on his ignorance . Examinations are serviceable
things in their way, and have done unquestioned good in
pressing a certain amount of hard work out of the students
at school and at the University . But hard work is not all:
man does not live by bread alone : and examinations may
have a tendency to dwarf the stature of knowledge, and to
sap the foundations of that reverence for it which is one
of the first elements of a manly character . The lowering
by the colleges of the limit of age from nineteen or twenty
to seventeen or eighteen , is a measure which has probably
suggested itself to many minds ; and though it would not
altogether remove, it might do something towards counter¬
acting , the evils which I have endeavoured to point out.
The method of study induced by the constant , though un¬
conscious, reference in the mind of pupil and teacher to
examination papers would perhaps be less injurious at an
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earlier age, when the mind is less capable of being opened
to wider views. It may be thought that the standard of
ago might safely he left as it is, supposing that a liberal
allowance were granted , in the papers set at scholarship
examinations , of questions of an advanced character . This
would, however, it seems to me, he a less satisfactory
method of meeting the evil. School study would still he
directed to the examination , and modified by its necessities ,
and the result would he, not a real widening of the boy’s
knowledge, but the production of a power of ready answer¬
ing, and of a habit of superficial reading of such hooks
and periodicals as might from time to time he considered
most likely to furnish the matters for answers.
Supposing , however, the present limit of age to be
maintained , it is still , I think , in the power of teachers to
defy instead of yielding to the evil tendencies produced by
a too exclusive regard to the supposed requirements of
scholarship examinations . Examination papers are sup¬
posed to furnish a rough general test of a boy’s knowdedge
and abilities , but it by no means follows that teaching
should be thrown at all, directly or indirectly , into the
form of examination papers . Teachers have it perfectly
in their power to estimate the examination at its true
value, and virtually to make it subservient to the aims of
education instead of overriding them . With this end,
assuming the present state of things to continue , I venture ,
though with great diffidence, to offer a few suggestions , the
adoption of wdiicli might perhaps help to place the classical
training of the highest forms in our schools on a some¬
what broader and more independent basis than that on
which it stands at present .
(1.) That the highest class should always consist of a
comparatively small number of the maturest boys, and
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that care should be taken that the boys composing the
class should always be tolerably equal in attainment and
capacity .
(2.) That for such a class, presumably consisting of the
best boys in the school, the rhetorical basis of training
should to a great extent be abandoned , by the giving up
of repetition exercises , by giving more weight to the original
element in composition than to the translation of short
pieces of English into Greek and Latin , and by drawing
the boys’ attention to the study of historical periods rather
than that of isolated books. Each of these suggestions
demands a word of explanation .
Abandonment of repetition .—This suggestion is made
on the assumption that at the stage of cultivation which
I am supposing that the boy has reached , the constant
practice of learning by heart has ceased to have the bene¬
ficial effect which, as an instrument for training the
memory and accustoming the mind to the study of form,
it had at an earlier stage ; and that the amount of time,
probably , in the case of most boys, considerable , which
must be given to it , could be better spared for more bracing
mental exercise. I am far from supposing that teachers
generally will agree with me in this assumption , but
personal experience and observation of the working of the
present system leads me on the whole to think it warranted.
Repetition is at all ages an exercise which presses very
unevenly on boys, and its weakness as an instrument of
training becomes more apparent the older they grow, and
the more their reasoning powers begin to cope in strength
with their powers of memory.
Composition.-— The practice of giving two or three com¬
paratively short pieces of English in the week for transla¬
tion into Greek or Latin has the effect, in the case ,of older
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boys, of unnecessarily dividing the attention , and of con¬
centrating the mind both of teacher and pupil too much
upon minutiae of language , while it does little for origi¬
nality and nothing for research or power of treatment . In
order to develop an intelligent boy’s capacity in the latter
respect, one long original exercise in the week, whether in
verse or prose , would probably he more efficient. This
arrangement would leave the boys time for thought and
research, which should he directed by the teacher indicat¬
ing to them , at the time of giving out the subject , what
books are most likely to he of use to them . Less than a
week is hardly sufficient for the proper searching out and
digesting of materials , and the labour of composition .
The setting of such exercises might of course be varied
(say) every third week by setting short pieces for transla¬
tion.
Study of periods in reading . I should propose that
the books read in school should be selected nQt merely for
their beauty or inherent excellence, hut also, so far as
possible, with a view to making them illustrate the period
of history to which they belong ; that the prose authors
and poets of the same age should be read side by side or
in immediate succession : Sophocles, for instance , side by
side with Herodotus : Thucydides or Plato , or Xenophon
with Aristophanes or Euripides : Cicero or Caesar or
Sallust-with Lucretius or Catullus : Virgil or Horace with
Livy : Tacitus , or selections from the two Plinies , or the
philosopher Seneca, or Quintilian , with Juvenal . As the
boys of this class are presumably able and advanced, and
are supposed to be freed from repetition , they will have,
compared with lower classes, a great deal of time , both in
and out of school, for extended reading ; and it is, there¬
fore, hardly too much to expect that in a year (and most
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of the boys in this class would be in it at least a year)
ground might be thoroughly broken in one such period
of Greek and Koman literature as those which I have
attempted roughly to indicate , without neglecting an in¬
troduction to the earlier Greek Poetry , or the Greek
orators , or the Latin drama . Such a method of reading
books would, I think , do something towards indicating
(and the essence of higher education lies, after all, mainly
in indications ) to the most intelligent boys of a school the
possibility and the importance of a coherent and historical
method of study , and would direct their minds towards
regarding antiquity as a whole.
Once a week an author lying outside the ordinary
classical beat might be taken as an exercise for reading
extempore . Such a lesson would quicken and strengthen
a boy’s independent hold on language in a more genuine
way than the constant translation of short unseen passages,
and might be used by the teacher as an opportunity of
giving valuable hints on the use of dictionaries , and
generally on the right method of research . The higher
grammar and syntax of Greek and Latin should be taught
systematically for one or two hours a week.
The mention of the higher grammar makes it necessary
to add a word on the extent to which it is possible to in¬
troduce into school instruction the facts and the methods
of comparative grammar . This subject, the importance
of which as bearing on classical study was, I believe, first
dwelt on in England by Professor Key and Dr . Donaldson,
has been made popular in English book-reading circles,
by the charm of style by which Max Muller knows how
to make the results of deep learning attractive ; others
have followed in his footsteps , and the genuine recognition
of the importance of the study by professional scholars
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has not been without considerable effect on school studies .

The principles of comparative grammar underlie the ar¬
rangement of most Latin and Greek grammars which lay
any claim to scientific method : questions bearing upon
comparative grammar and comparative mythology are often
set in scholarship examination papers , and even if lessons
are not systematically given, as they are at Harrow , and I
believe at other schools, in the elements of the subject ,
teachers have a presentiment of a whole line of research
about which it is supposed that advanced pupils ought to
know something . But I am not sure that the true rela¬
tions of comparative grammar to classical study have been
altogether apprehended with accuracy ; and it is therefore
important to try to fix, with some degree of precision , the
limits within which the study of comparative grammar and
its cognate subjects can be entered upon by the advanced
scholars in classical schools.
While our general views of Greek and Roman history
and criticism have been profoundly modified, and our
whole grammatical method changed , by the comparative
study of languages , it should be remembered that much
research in the field of Greek and Latin could go on with¬
out any aid from Sanskrit or any of the cognate Aryan
languages, though no Greek or Latin scholar could pre¬
sume to be ignorant of the general point of view opened
up by works such as Bopp’s Comparative Grammar or
Grimm’s History of the German language . This general
point of view can, and ought to be clearly put before boys
in such a highest class as I have described above, not
merely for its own sake, but in order to make it easier for
hoys who show an interest in this kind of enquiry , to follow
it up with effect in after life : a possibility which , consider¬
ing our relations with India , and the fact that many
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candidates for its Civil Service are furnished by the public
schools, may, it is hoped , he regarded as not merely exist¬
ing in theory . At the same time it should he clearly
recognized that all that can be done at school is to draw
attention to those elementary facts of comparative linguistic
which must serve as a basis for the wider inductions which
only advanced study and reading will render possible . In
this matter a teacher can hardly define his limits too
clearly . The temptation to introduce into the treatment
of questions of Greek and Latin criticism facts , and points
of view, which really belong to comparative grammar , is no
doubt a strong one, but it ought , as a rule , to be resisted,
considering the stage which boys can be expected to reach.
One lesson a week should be given in the higher grammar
and syntax of Greek and Latin : another in the elements
of comparative grammar , and .the two subjects should,
except wdiere absolutely necessary , he kept distinct . For
the knowledge of the elements of comparative grammar
can in no way supersede , or stand as a substitute for, the
special knowledge of Greek and Latin syntactical con¬
struction : a subject in which boys are rightly supposed to
have made much more than elementary progress before
leaving school.
I think it would he found that the pursuance of a
method such as I have endeavoured to sketch would not
involve the spending of more time upon classical lessons
than is given to them at present ; and that it would be
quite compatible , in the hands of able teachers , with the
inculcation of accuracy and the maintenance of mental
discipline which have always been rightly associated with
the intelligent study of the classics .
The importance of opening to the view of our most
promising boys, even before they leave school, an idea of
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the historical value of classical literature , lies not merely
in the fact that such a view is true : that the historical
value of that literature is greater than its rhetorical value.
It is because the great continental scholars of present
times have been so profoundly impressed with the import¬
ance of the historical view that scholarship has made such
advances in their hands : that the study of antiquity has
to some extent been able to rival that of physical science
in absorbing the powers of many powerful men . It is
due to our too exclusively literary manner of viewing the
classics that we do so little in the way of classical research .
Good classical books are occasionally written in England :
but scholars are isolated , and it cannot be said that the
spirit of progressive classical study is generally alive. Our
ablest university men take high classical degrees, and then ,
if they take to education , and are not absorbed by legal
studies or by political excitement , they lose themselves (in
many cases apparently without a struggle ) in the details of
teaching, till their life becomes a mere alternation of fatigue
and repose . A true and practical recognition of the value
and dignity of progressive study would soon cure all this .
There is no reason why a literary public should not exist
in England as well as in Germany , the average calibre of
superior Englishmen being quite equal to that of superior
Germans . Scientific research , whether in classics or else¬
where, does not require more than single -mindedness ,
ability, and judgment . Though genius here , as elsewhere,
makes advances which nothing else can, there is not the
impassable gulf which in art separates the man of genius
from the man of talent . Knowledge , though not every¬
thing , is in the long run found to be a very important
factor in national wellbeing. Impress on the better
students at schools and at the universities that there is a
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prospect open to them , not merely of being able to read
the classics , but of adding something to our knowledge of
them , and you not only add a fresh element of force and
solidity to our national life, but also open a new region of
higher pursuits to a generation already embarrassed by the
narrow limitations which the requirements of professional
life threaten to impose on the wider possibilities of
existence .
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