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            Foreword: An Inky Tribute

by Edith Hall



         

         In his Apology for Poetry (1595), Philip Sidney explains that he never consciously set out to be a poet. But he could not help writing poetry: ‘over-mastered by some thoughts, I yielded an inky tribute unto them’. This is my inky tribute, albeit in prose, to Tony Harrison. Ink is the physical liquid in which he writes his poems, using his fountain pen. And ink is an image binding these essays across the eight decades of his life, from a storybook he read in his childhood to his speech accepting the PEN Pinter Prize in 2009.

         Harrison has never explained the title of a short essay he wrote in 1971, included in this collection, ‘The Inkwell of Dr Agrippa’. The essay illuminates some of the poems in The Loiners (1970), because in it he describes some of his earliest memories of growing up in Leeds. Understanding the full significance of Dr Agrippa’s inkwell for Harrison requires looking at an illustrated children’s book which made a profound impression on him when he was small. ‘The Story of the Inky Boys’ is told in The English Struwwelpeter, or Pretty Stories and Funny Pictures for Little Children, first published by Friedrich Volckmar of Leipzig in 1848. A copy of this much-reprinted English-language text was possessed and read by Harrison. It is anonymous and in rhyming couplets. Although Heinrich Hoffmann’s striking pictures are reproduced without alteration, the words offer a free version rather than a translation of Hoffmann’s original German verses of 1845. Despite being rebuked by Dr Agrippa, three racist little white boys are cruel to a black boy:

         
            
               Then great Agrippa foams with rage –

               Look at him on this very page!

               He seizes Arthur, seizes Ned,

               Takes William by his little head;

               And they may scream and kick and call,

               Into the ink he dips them all;

               Into the inkstand, one, two, three,

               Till they are black as black can be …

            

         

         Harrison has told me that he particularly likes the grave expression on Dr Agrippa’s face in the drawing reproduced opposite: putting the naughty boys morally right is a serious business.

         Curiously, in the German version the tall bearded sage is named Saint Nicholas – Santa Claus. It was the anonymous author of the English text who changed him to Dr Agrippa, a mythologised version of the famous early-sixteenth-century German polymath and occultist Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim. This learned Dr Agrippa was in 1848 culturally familiar, having recently featured in works by both Mary Shelley and Søren Kierkegaard. But by the 1940s none of this will have concerned a little boy in Leeds. What is fascinating is the way that the image and the story stayed in Harrison’s mind, to re-emerge in the title of his short psycho-biographical essay thirty years later. The rhyming couplets of English popular verse, typified in this children’s book, fundamentally affected his evolution as a poet. He explains this process in his essay here on translating Molière.
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         Such a fusion of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture – the significance of children’s rhymes to the translation of canonical French drama – has been central to all Harrison’s work, above all The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus. It is here personified in the august figure of Dr Agrippa. The celebrated Renaissance man of letters, a representative of elite intellectual culture, appears as a moral exemplar in a popular book for children and speaks like a good fairy in a pantomime. Baptism by ink in the inkwell of an illustrious thinker is, moreover, a suitable image for a poet’s initiation rite. A poet whose voice has always been activated in the cause of the voiceless and oppressed will have been drawn to the ‘moral’ of the tale: that ink can be instrumental in the exposure of racism or any other narrow-minded form of prejudice or inhumanity. And Arthur, Ned and William are made to realise, through their submersion in Dr Agrippa’s inkwell, that, as human beings, they are indistinguishable from their black victim; their rite of passage could symbolise the progress of the human soul as it learns about universal human values by being refined through experiencing fine poetry. This collection of Harrison’s essays could, therefore, just as well have been entitled The Inkwell of Dr Agrippa as The Inky Digit of Defiance.

         A visual memory from his youth which Harrison does describe, in the same 1971 essay, is of the windows over the altar in the chapel of Leeds Grammar School. There were figures, he writes, representing possible professions that the pupils might later follow. One was MILES (‘soldier’) and another MERCATOR (‘businessman’). In my favourite sentence in this volume, Harrison writes that he can’t remember the figure portrayed between them, but in adulthood,

         
            when I close my eyes now I see Poeta, the poet, sometimes as poised, saintly and acceptable as his worldly flankers, sometimes like some half-naked shaker in the throes of a virulent scribendi cacoethes, being belaboured by public-school angels wielding gamma minuses like immense shillelaghs over their glossy Cherry Blossomy hairstyles, driving the poet from the Garden of Eton.

         

         The vocation of POETA and Harrison’s working-class identity were thus indissoluble from the start. But it turns out that there were in fact two other figures portrayed in the chapel window: an academic, SCHOLASTICUS, and a BENEFACTOR (‘philanthropist’).

         The chapel has long since been turned into the Business School of Leeds University. The British educational system, in which underprivileged children like Harrison could once hope for free grammar-school and university educations, has been taken over by commercial interests, like England in Shakespeare’s Richard II, ‘bound in with shame, / With inky blots, and rotten parchment bonds’. But the two figures in the window which Harrison had forgotten are not irrelevant to his achievements. He is certainly a scholar: the range and depth of his reading and research are staggering, as the notes at the end of this volume, detailing the sources of most of his rich range of quotations and citations, reveal. He is also a benefactor. It is true that in the public imagination he is primarily associated with his most snarling poetic voice – his characteristic, embittered railing against stupidity and injustice, which made him identify with the cynical epigrammatist Palladas from the fourth century ad. Palladas’ biting epigrams, a selection of which are reprinted here, along with Harrison’s essay introducing them, scoffingly deprecate the fall of pagan literary and artistic culture to the intolerant theocrats of the new Christian regime. Yet for all his bitterness, the fundamental outlook of Harrison’s poetry is always humane and benevolent. There is a philanthropic ‘charity’ in the best sense, a non-judgemental, inclusive social vision, even in his most superficially harsh and most controversial poem, v. (1985).

         As an example of his breathtaking erudition, the title of his ‘Newcastle Is Peru’ (1969) was drawn from an obscure poem attributed to John Cleveland, ‘News from Newcastle; or, Newcastle Coal-Pits’. Cleveland was a seventeenth-century satirical poet, little read today, whose scathing tone (although not his Royalist politics) Harrison admires. Cleveland’s biographer said that he struck people as a ‘Vates in the whole Import of the Word, both Poet and Prophet’. Vates is the oldest Latin word for a creator of poetry. In 1977, the retired Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, E. R. Dodds, wrote in his autobiography:

         
            With the possible exception of Louis MacNeice, Yeats is the only poet I have known or encountered who looked just like what he was, a poet – no mere rhymester, but a vates, a poet in the full, ancient, arrogant meaning of the term. He behaved like the consecrated priest of a mystery – the mystery of words, which alone are certain good.

         

         All four of these men – Cleveland, MacNeice, Yeats and Dodds, who himself wrote poetry as a young man – are quoted approvingly by Harrison in this book. I gasped when I read Dodds’s description, because it fits Harrison perfectly. Charisma, magnetism, a human energy field – none of this language is adequate to describe the effect of his physical presence and his way of talking. He habitually speaks in a manner not too far removed from the sound of his poetry – intermittently elated or playful, but dominantly sardonic and caustic, uncompromisingly honest, sometimes explicit, and always in the resounding Leeds accent of his northern childhood.

         The difference lies in the matter of rhythm, for he does not normally converse in metre. But he has devoted his whole life to writing poetry, and has made every penny of his livelihood from it, as a true ‘consecrated priest’ of ‘the mystery of words’. He has published, in comparison, little prose. This makes this volume unique and indispensable to understanding the man, his voice in conversation, his methods and biography. Its title alone, The Inky Digit of Defiance (the title also of the published version of his speech on accepting the PEN Pinter Prize in 2009), is informative. He tells us in the eponymous essay that he first heard the phrase on radio in 2009. In Afghanistan some courageous women exercised their right to vote. This was in the face of intimidation, even though the Taliban’s ban on women entering polling centres had supposedly been rescinded following the fall of the Taliban government in 2001. Listening to the BBC World Service, Harrison heard the reporter speak ‘of women coming from the polling booth proudly displaying fingers marked with indelible ink to show they had voted. “The inky digit of defiance”, the reporter called it.’ This reminded Harrison of his Uncle Harry, who was deaf and dumb and needed to use signs to communicate. A famous teacher of rhetorical gesture was praised in a 1644 poem for using his hands so eloquently that ‘every Digit dictates and doth reach / Unto our sense a mouth-excelling speech’. But Uncle Harry also used a dictionary to communicate, licking his finger to flick through the pages and point to words, often to express anti-Tory opinions. The ink in which the dictionary was printed stained his digit-tip.

         These two anecdotes, unified by the image of the inky finger, speak volumes about Harrison’s attitude to human life. He has been consistent in his defiantly dissident stance in a class-ridden, sexist world. He has always used his poetic gift as a public vehicle to give voice to the poor and the oppressed. The essays here reveal him speaking up for women everywhere abused, insulted or repressed by men, but also for causes less frequently espoused by the Establishment liberal left. We hear his praise of Cuban poets of the 1960s for their revolutionary project and the insights they gained from Marxism; we feel his sympathy with socialism and his support for the highly unfashionable cause of the British miners during the 1984–5 strike; we come to understand his uncompromising dislike of monarchy and the parts of the Establishment that fawn upon the British royal family; we respect his sense of fellowship and a project shared with all the other republican, rebellious and revolutionary wordsmiths who have used their art as a vehicle for public dissent, and often suffered marginalisation, ridicule or even persecution for it: Milton and May, Shelley and Hugo, Heine and Brecht, Holub, Ritsos, and Zargana, the imprisoned Myanmar poet with whom Harrison chose to share the PEN Pinter Prize in 2009.

         Dodds’s word for describing Yeats as a poet, ‘vates’, is suitable for Harrison in other senses. Dodds, as a Classics professor, was aware that ‘vates’ was the primordial Latin word for a poet, related in the most remote human antiquity to the Sanskrit verbal root vad, ‘speak’ or ‘utter’. The Romans used the word ‘vates’ to describe not just singers or the composers of songs, but also the sacerdotal men in what they saw as the barbarian countries to their north, such as Britannia. It was to the barbarian vates that communal rites were entrusted; his role included safeguarding the tribe’s understanding of ‘the philosophy of nature’. In this volume, Harrison is seen most intensely in touch with his ‘barbarian’ northern roots in the chapter ‘Egil and Eagle-Bark’, describing his quest for a poetic diction in which to translate Aeschylus’ Oresteia for the National Theatre. This took him back beyond the language of the medieval mystery cycle to Old English and early Teutonic poetry, and thence to the visceral ‘kennings’, new words compounded out of two existing elements, in Old Norse and Icelandic. He discovered a linguistic ancestor for his own raw, compounded, consonantal version of Aeschylus, ‘eagle-bark’ and all, in the tenth-century Icelandic poet Egil Skalla-Grimsson, who once lived in England himself.

         The word ‘vates’ fell out of use for a time amongst the culturally insecure ancient Romans. They came under the spell of Greek literature, began to distrust their prehistoric Italian heritage with its ‘vatic’ priests, and instead used their Greek word ‘poeta’ when they meant a civilised ‘poet’. The term ‘vates’ was reintroduced by Virgil, a poet with whom Harrison has had a long and intense relationship. In the 1960s, he published, as ‘T. W. Harrison’, two academic articles on the eighteenth-century reception of Virgil; much more recently, he served as president of the Virgil Society. But he has moved, as he explains in this volume in the essay ‘The Tears and the Trumpets’, from admiration and emulation of Virgil’s craftsmanship to an increasing unease with his political stance as celebrator of the Augustan imperial project.

         Virgil liked the term ‘vates’ because it has a visionary connotation, meaning ‘seer’ as well as ‘poet’, and he wanted to convey the idea of a bard with a sacred task of transcending time to gaze into the future imperial destiny of the Romans. Harrison, who is not a religious man, makes no such oracular claims. He is constitutionally incapable of using poetry to celebrate any political regime, let alone an empire on a massive scale. But his work, if not oracular, has nevertheless proved consistently prescient. Those scholarly articles on the ‘reception’ of Virgil in the eighteenth century prefigured the emergence in the 1980s of Classical Reception Studies, now a central sub-discipline of academic Classics. In the 1960s, when he was writing them, and in the 1970s, he visited and lived in places that few British poets have ever experienced: Nigeria immediately after it secured full independence from Britain in 1960; Cuba in the early years of the revolutionary government; cold war Czechoslovakia during the Prague Spring; Brazil at the height of the hard-line dictatorial regime. His prose pieces provide shrewd and humane witness to these places at momentous historical moments. They are both prescient and riveting.

         Aikin Mata, his 1964 adaptation of Aristophanes’ comedy Lysistrata to fit local north Nigerian voices, performance styles and social structures, was years ahead of its time. With student actors at Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, he evolved an unprecedented theatrical language transcending the cultural divisions between Europe and Africa. Within Africa this subsequently encouraged indigenous writers, especially those from Nigeria, to consider the ancient Greek plays when mounting new stage productions. This in turn led to a flowering of homegrown adaptations by writers including Ola Rotimi and Femi Osofisan. Globally, it anticipated the explosion of interest in performing Greek drama, which is now in the professional repertoires of significant theatres in every continent, a development which has been traced precisely to the last years of the 1960s. But in grafting the Aristophanic situation of a war between Athens and Sparta onto the contemporary tribal rivalry between the Yoruba and Ibo peoples, and utilising their indigenous rituals and performance traditions, Aikin Mata broke new ground. It anticipated by a decade the ‘intercultural’ or ‘transcultural’ trend in world theatre, which saw directors abandoning narrow ideas of national or ethnic theatre traditions to mingle ‘eastern’ and ‘western’ repertoires, performance styles, rituals and ethnology: the Japanese director Tadashi Suzuki using Noh conventions to realise Euripides from the late 1970s; and the Russian-French-English Ariane Mnouchkine harnessing Kathakali, Kabuki and Balinese mask and dance traditions to Aeschylean tragedy in her Les Atrides in 1990. Harrison’s production was infinitely less well funded and far less widely reported, but he and his collaborator, James Simmons, were some of the earliest pioneers of ‘intercultural’ Greek theatre.

         In Aikin Mata, Harrison required some of his male actors to perform female roles. A mixed group of Yoruba and Ibo men were required to forget their tribal rivalries and merge identities as a chorus of old Hausa women. Such gender-role-inverting or ‘gender-blind’ practices are familiar enough in serious theatre today, but in the 1960s and 1970s, they were regarded as shockingly avant-garde or vulgarly suggestive of the drag roles in children’s pantomimes inherited from the Victorian music-hall tradition of burletta en travesti. So when Harrison insisted on using an all-male cast for the Oresteia at the National Theatre, being convinced that the full misogyny of the trilogy could only be realised by having all the female roles delivered by male actors, as they had been in the ancient theatre, he encountered opposition from a range of viewpoints. Feminists objected to female actors being deprived, as they saw it, of the opportunity to star in an important production, and aesthetic aficionados disliked seeing men in female costumes, which they felt inappropriate to the dignity of ‘high art’. But Harrison’s fascination with the light that cross-dressing can throw on restrictive gender ideology has persisted. His most recent play, Iphigenia in Crimea (to receive its premiere on BBC Radio in 2017), features British soldiers in ‘drag’ taking female roles, in a burlesque version of Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris. For the performance they wear frocks that they have looted from a deserted aristocratic house near Sebastopol – something which Harrison, with typically scrupulous research, has discovered actually happened in the British camp, located on the site of the ancient Greek city of Tauric Chersonesos, during the 1854–5 siege.

         The unfair treatment of women in professional theatre, as in society, is something of which he is well aware. His account of Aikin Mata ends with the wry observation that ‘the most enthusiastic reception of the play came from the small, embattled group of female students’. I have always thought of Harrison when I read the magnificent line in Sophocles’ Antigone about Haemon, who is supporting Antigone and her insistence on burying her dead kin in the face of his father Creon’s fury: ‘ὅδ᾽, ὡς ἔοικε, τῇ γυναικὶ συμμαχεῖ’ (‘It seems that this man fights as an ally of the woman’) (740). Harrison planned to conclude the all-male Oresteia with a satyr play, as Aeschylus’ trilogy was originally followed by a satyric Proteus (which sadly did not survive the centuries). He wanted women to ‘play the half-men/half-goats and wear the phalluses as a mode of comment and redress’. This was made impossible by industrial disputes at the National Theatre, but Harrison’s determination to have women play male roles eventually found fruition in Square Rounds (1992), which he had started planning as early as 1975, and in which women took almost all the roles. Using female voices to explore the invention of TNT and chlorine gas had the obvious advantage of exposing the intimate relationship between militarism and the masculine identity endorsed by patriarchal society, a synergy which Harrison also exposed in his second adaptation of Lysistrata, combined with Euripides’ Hecuba and entitled The Common Chorus. This was set at the women’s peace camp outside the US missile base at Greenham Common, Berkshire. It has never been performed in full, although Glenda Jackson delivered some of the speeches in a programme, ‘The Memory of Troy’, broadcast on BBC Radio 4 on 28 August 1988. Square Rounds was staged at the National Theatre, and some critics slammed it for its affinities with vaudeville and cabaret. But the twenty-one women and two men performing in Square Rounds were a huge success at the Taganka Theatre in Moscow, where non-realist theatre has historically been rather better understood and appreciated.

         Harrison’s profound originality can also be seen in his idea of creating a new play out of the fragments of an ancient drama in his The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus, which was voted one of the best hundred plays of the twentieth century in the National Theatre Millennium Poll. His essay in this volume explains his lifelong attraction to the almost lost genre of satyr drama, in which august heroes and gods were forced to revel in subversive musical-comedy versions of mythology with a chorus of satyrs – half men and half goats – wearing huge, semi-erect, artificial phalluses. But in piecing together, translating and augmenting the fragments of a satyr play, The Trackers, by Sophocles, Harrison was, once again, way ahead of his time. Constructing a powerful modern drama out of the fragments of ancient Greek plays subsequently became a familiar practice. Trackers, which premiered in Delphi in 1988, was swiftly followed by Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Love of the Nightingale (1989, based on Sophocles’ Tereus) and Silviu Purcărete’s Les Danaïdes (Avignon, 1996), which supplemented the surviving parts of Aeschylus’ Danaids trilogy.

         The essays here, presented in the chronological order in which they were written, provide unparalleled insights into Harrison’s development. ‘Fellowship’ and ‘Shango the Shaky Fairy’ show him experimenting with the prose essay as an art form. But they also reveal his urge to dramatise – to write direct speech bringing the conversation with people he had encountered to life, breaking through his first-person narrative, especially where the subject matter is painful. The speech he writes in ‘Shango’ for the Cuban revolutionary exploring his hopelessly reactionary views on homosexuality is a fascinating case in point. Reading these essays also illuminates his working methods – the endless drafts and the voluminous scrapbooks, now housed in the Brotherton Library in Leeds, into which he pastes quotations, newspaper cuttings, photographs and ideas as he writes. Harrison’s prose reveals a candid, sometimes frustrated and disappointed creative artist. He has often not received the funding he needed for important projects, especially film poems. He has frequently suffered attacks by critics who have meretriciously disguised political disagreement as aesthetic judgement.

         These prose works also enrich our knowledge of Harrison’s personal biography. Although many of his important memories and relationships feature in his poetry, in his prose we catch different glimpses of his early life with his uncles and neighbours in Leeds, of travel with a young family in Cuba and Nigeria, and of innumerable thought processes and conversations with collaborators over delicious bottles of wine. His insights into his friendships with giants of twentieth-century culture are required reading: Hollywood titan George Cukor, stage designer Jocelyn Herbert, writer Harold Pinter, as well as directors and actors including Richard Eyre, Diana Rigg, Peter Hall, Glenda Jackson and his own long-term partner in private life, Sian Thomas. But his accounts of encounters that shaped him with individuals enjoying no such fame are equally significant: with Terezinha, a homeless little girl living under the exit ramp of the National Theatre of Brazil; with the elderly Yorkshire woman who gave him a bust of the poet John Nicholson after seeing Poetry or Bust, saying, with mordant Yorkshire wit, that it was as much use to her ‘as a chocolate fireguard’.

         In a touching paragraph, he tells us that he learned a great deal about the use of cameras in film from his son Max, before Max was afflicted in early adulthood with a cruel psychiatric illness. The least familiar works of Harrison are those using a camera: his film poems. All the scripts have been published, but most of the films themselves, for complex copyright reasons, have not been made widely available and have therefore not been properly understood and valued. This makes his precious essay ‘Flicks and this Fleeting Life’, as well as the others which talk extensively about film, even more valuable. Although he was an ardent movie-goer as a child and saw every classic of world cinema that was shown when he was studying at Leeds University, his first experience of editing came with the montage of martial clips from documentaries and newsreels with which his Nigerian Lysistrata, Aikin Mata, had opened in 1964 – once again proving his prescience and appetite for innovation. Although it is now ubiquitous, the incorporation of video within live theatre, while not altogether unprecedented in eastern European performances, was unheard of in Britain in 1964. In that production, Harrison tells us, his Lysistrata put a sudden stop to the filmed combatants by throwing a water pot at the screen on the back wall, thus exploiting the power of the ‘hard cut’. Years of experimentation with mutually reinforcing both word and image through careful editing of clip against metre, producing what he calls ‘the scansions of edited sequences’, came to a climax in his powerful 1998 feature film Prometheus. This confronts the viewer with ‘a procession of arresting images leading from northern England to eastern Europe and Greece, via the bombing of Dresden, the collapse of socialism and the Holocaust. This procession advances – its sequential logic dictated by poetic values rather than strict chronology – with a measured pace enhanced by Alastair Cameron’s meticulous camera work and by precision editing.’

         Alongside his creation of the moving images of film, flickering through time at twenty-four frames per second, these essays reveal the extent of Harrison’s engagement with ‘static’ works of visual art. The reader of almost any of his poetry will have noticed his fascination with statues and sculpture and their political uses and abuses. In the film poem The Gaze of the Gorgon, he adopts a statue of Heine as narrator, exploring the tragic history of European warfare in Heine’s own verse form, the couplet. He knew that the statue of the poet, who was Jewish, was removed from the Bavarian royal family’s summer palace on Corfu on the orders of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Harrison’s play Poetry or Bust, performed at Salts Mill in Bradford in 1993, uses the bust of the ‘wool-sorter poet’ John Nicholson as a symbol of a poet who ‘sells out’ his political principles in return ‘for the praise of genteel admirers, money or fame’. But the essays here reveal the extent to which Harrison’s imagination has been aroused by contemplating artworks from all over the world. They include carved wooden images of Shango (the hermaphroditic thunder spirit in the Yoruba religion) and the depictions of the poets Arion and Orpheus painted in the fifteenth century by Andrea Mantegna on the ceiling of the bridal chamber of the Ducal Palace in Mantua. Harrison’s poetry has been informed equally by a fresco in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples depicting a verdant Mount Vesuvius before the eruption which destroyed Pompeii; by Rembrandt’s Descent from the Cross; and, in Phaedra Britannica, his translation of Racine’s tragedy to India under the British Raj, by erotic eighteenth-century art from Rajasthan in north-western India.

         Harrison has adapted works by all four great classical Athenian dramatists: Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes. Yet he has not translated any tragedy by Sophocles, held by Aristotle and the Victorians to be the most ‘perfect’ of the tragic poets. He relished, rather, working on Sophocles’ theatrical style as exemplified in the more boisterous, rowdy, comical key of satyr drama, as he explains here in ‘The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus’. Yet there is much that is Sophoclean about Harrison’s own theatre: a pleasure in the ‘plain words’ for which Sophocles was admired in antiquity, in letting poetry work its own effect without overelaborate visual effects, in unflinching acknowledgement of the absolute unfairness of human life and the undeserved extremes of human suffering. The famous view of Matthew Arnold – that Sophocles ‘saw life steadily, and saw it whole’ (in the sonnet ‘To a Friend’, 1849) – often comes into my mind when I read Harrison’s writing. This may seem incongruous. The anger and demotic verve of Harrison’s poetry may seem a world away from Arnoldian elegiac wistfulness and urbanity. But his poetry reveals that he has stared at the best and worst that human existence affords, if not with absolute steadiness, then with unflinching steadfastness. He has seen it steadfastly and he has certainly seen it ‘whole’.

         For everything he has ever done, said and written is underpinned by an unerringly consistent and coherent intellectual structure. He looks at the material world from a perspective that is fundamentally informed by Marxist analysis, which is in turn grounded in the ancient atomism of Epicurus and Lucretius. Harrison’s cosmos is in constant flux; plants, humans and other organic bodies are in a perpetual process of coming to be and passing away, the matter that constitutes them dispersing, as they die, back into the environment. He is intrigued by horticulture, compost, cooking, alimentary processes and decomposing rubbish heaps. While his work is located in real, specific places, and gains much of its power from its physical particularity, his geopolitical perspective as a human being is never less than global. He is fascinated by cartography, physical geography, geology and the history of science, the latter being most clear in his fascination with the way chemistry, physics and technology have been used in the development of weapons – machine guns, explosives, chlorine gas and nuclear bombs. He has no religion and believes in no afterlife; there is no providential god for Harrison, and all his work laments that life is short and too often brutal, that human history has consistently disappointed utopian dreamers, and that apparent ‘progress’ takes us backwards away from the light. For these reasons, like the ancient Greeks who have so consistently inspired him, he believes in savouring happiness and sensory pleasure from landscape and sunshine, food and wine, love, sex, friendship and literature.

         Harrison’s passion for the products of human artistic creativity is inexhaustible. To say ‘passion for the Arts’ would be a ludicrous distortion, since ‘the Arts’ are not normally taken to include all the countless forms taken by words and images, across the social and cultural spectrum, that he has enjoyed and that have enriched his imagination. As Richard Eyre has put it, ‘Tony wants the whole body of society, not just its head, to be involved in art.’ These essays complement his poetry by detailing the sheer diversity of his cultural experiences and how they have informed his own creative output. The most canonical high operas by Monteverdi, Verdi, Smetana and Orff jostle here with working-class entertainers George Formby and Vesta Tilley. Films seen only in art-house cinemas, by Eisenstein, Torre Nilsson and Tarkovsky, appear alongside James Cagney in White Heat and Disney’s Bambi. Almost forgotten translators like Edward Powys Mathers and minor novelists like Nancy Bogen rub shoulders with Dryden and Dostoyevsky. The work in which he offered his most eloquent exploration of the way the Arts have been used to create and maintain social divisions was The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus, where the human–animal hybridity of the satyr, and what Adrian Poole has aptly called the ‘ribald generic indeterminacy’ of satyr drama, allowed Harrison to meditate on the chasm in his own previous theatre between the supposedly ‘high’ culture of the Oresteia and the folk culture of Bow Down (1977) and The Mysteries. But Joe Kelleher points out that Harrison had previously chosen, for the cover of his translations from Martial, a photograph of a carved stone satyr, serving as a kind of mask for Harrison’s persona as a translator. This persona is neither neutral nor self-effacing, but has ‘a diabolically gleeful grin’, suggesting that the transformation of poetry from the ancient language to modern vernacular is the work of a personality with ‘an inscrutable agenda’ of his own. The same applies to the satyrs in Trackers. His clog-dancing satyrs perform his own manifesto not only on the gulf that separates elite art from popular culture, but on the system of social stratification that has always silenced the poor, the hungry, the oppressed and the persecuted (represented in the flayed body of Marsyas, above all) and excluded them from the rights and privileges enjoyed higher up the class system.

         It is no accident that Harrison has found in classical antiquity his most fruitful medium for discussing the class politics of art. The boys at Leeds Grammar School studied Latin and Greek to make them feel superior to other children, but it did not work on the Loiner Poet. Harrison has faced up to the quandary of working in a medium whose consumers are not of the same class as that into which he was born – and to which he remains loyal – through his own brand of classicism. His radical treatment of classics has underpinned his quest for a public role for a poet who never forgets the way the upper and middle classes’ prosperity has been built on the working class’s deprivation. Harrison uses classical myth in the attempt to forge an inclusive public poetry rather than an exclusive curriculum. He uses a classical tradition of public poetry in a way that is consistently class-conscious and oppositional: it is, in Patrick Deane’s acute formulation, ‘the deft and opportunistic annexation of classical authority by a poet not born to it’. These essays, especially those on the Oresteia, Phaedra Britannica and Prometheus, show Harrison dipping his pen into his inkwell to use ancient Greek and Roman culture in ways that help us confront the darkest, most tragic elements of human experience.

         Yet, in the final analysis, it is the exuberance of his classicism for which he may be best remembered. I have always felt that much of his work shares an attitude with the final scene of Jacques Offenbach’s uproarious Orpheus in the Underworld (1858), where the Olympian gods hold a party in Hades. Bored by Zeus’s old-fashioned taste in sedate dances, they invent the riotous ‘infernal gallop’, better known as the cancan. Critics were appalled by the irreverence Offenbach had shown towards ancient Greek culture, his ‘profanation of holy and glorious antiquity’. But another way of looking at it is that Offenbach was using the Greeks to take society and entertainment into the future, or, as Harrison puts it in ‘Facing Up to the Muses’, to take the human race ‘forward with the Greeks’. To use his own inimitable phrase from another essay, ‘The Misanthrope: Jane Eyre’s Sister’, the whole life’s work of this vates from Leeds has truly been ‘a Jack and the Beanstalk act’. He has braved ‘the somnolent ogre of a British classical education to grab the golden harp’.

         
             

         

         December 2016
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            Introduction: Inkless and Digital



         

         I am sitting in the same room in Delphi that has been my creative base for the poems I keep writing here, like ‘Wasted Ink’, begun in August 2008 and published in the London Review of Books in October that year, and ‘Polygons’, worked on here obsessively through 2013 and 2014, until finally published in the London Review of Books in February 2015, to coincide with my being awarded the David Cohen Prize for Literature. It was also the Cohen Foundation that helped to fund The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus here in Delphi. This is a room where I’ve never found it difficult to think that everything I do is poetry – for the page, the stage or the screen – because it still reverberates with the poetry and the strong rhythms of the plays I have written and directed for spaces in Delphi:

         
             

         

         1988: The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus in the stadium above for the one-performance world premiere. Among the people who saw it there was Piero Bordin, who invited me to bring it to his newly started venue in Austria, on the Danube between Vienna and Bratislava. I took the version I revised in 1990 for the NT’s Olivier and then did an original piece, The Kaisers of Carnuntum, in the ancient amphitheatre in the manically busy year of 1995. 

         It was this revised version of Trackers that I took to Salts Mill in Saltaire, where Jonathan Silver afterwards commissioned a new piece for the mill. This became Poetry or Bust, which I wrote and directed in 1993, about the Airedale poet John Nicholson, who drowned drunk in the Aire a few minutes away from the wool-sorting shed we used as our theatre.

         
            1995: The Labourers of Herakles, to initiate the building site for a new ancient-style theatre to be built in the grounds of the Cultural Centre of Delphi. This piece, with its chorus of nine cement mixers and a vast Herakles cement silo out of which voices and music came, was based on some fragments of Phrynikos. I came on myself as the spirit of Phrynikos to remind the audience that drama has its responsibilities in the face of the savageries of war, like that just over the mountains in Bosnia. I went to Bosnia after the play and wrote poems from Donji Vakuf and Sarajevo.

            
                

            

            2005: Hecuba of Euripides, as the inauguration of the newly completed theatre, to be called, appropriately enough after my piece of ten years before, the Theatre of Phrynikos.

         

         It was also here in Delphi that I began to think of my film of Prometheus, partly because of the costumes and masks still displayed in the house of Angelos Sikelianos and his American wife Eva Palmer, who revived the use of the ancient theatre in 1927 with their Prometheus Bound of Aeschylus. One story of that performance always haunted me: that the cries of the chained and suffering Prometheus could be heard echoing from the Phaedriades all the way down to Galaxidi, which I’m looking at now from my room. Two years ago, at every sunset for four days, we shared the balcony and the view (and some local wine from Distomo) with Peter Symes, with whom I’ve had a long and hugely fruitful collaboration on my four film poems on graveyards, Loving Memory; one on Alzheimer’s, Black Daisies for the Bride, which won the Prix Italia in 1994; The Gaze of the Gorgon, shot in Corfu and Germany; and, finally, a collaboration with Peter and me and Oliver Taplin, with whom I have shared many earlier times in Delphi, on the journey of the severed head of Orpheus along the Hebrus through Bulgaria and into the sea and finally to Lesbos.

         There are many loving memories in the pages that follow about my great and much-missed collaborator Jocelyn Herbert, with whom I first went to Greece for the two performances in Epidaurus of the NT’s Oresteia in 1981, and who went on to design almost all the plays I wrote and directed. I came with Jocelyn and with my partner Sian in 1996, and we all came together a second time in 1998, Jocelyn’s last visit before she died in 2003. I remember the three of us held hands and stood in the centre of the ancient theatre of Delphi. As we did so, Jocelyn raised her head towards the looming Phaedriades and saw an eagle. It was, of course, two eagles sent by Zeus meeting up above that defined Delphi as the omphalos – ‘the navel of the earth’. For the last twenty years Sian and I have come here together, and we always remember Jocelyn in the same way by commemorating the three of us standing on the ancient stage and holding hands. This year, 2016, Sian and I stood in the same theatre, and as we whispered the name of Jocelyn (Joc!) an eagle appeared high up above us in the same place as before. Jocelyn was eighty-one on her last visit. And next year I will reach my eightieth year, when I hope I will sit and brood and compose again in this same room, though various physical afflictions have made an inevitable question mark loom a little larger as the months go by.

         This room is between two places where I have asked my loved ones to scatter my ashes when I can no longer make the journey to Delphi as a living being. The first is a steep climb up above, to the now unused stadium where I put on The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus for the first time in 1988. Thirty years ago, I used to run up and down from here to the stadium at least three times a day. Now it takes me almost half the day to go up once. The second place I’d like my ashes scattered in is a forty-minute drive down below, beyond the sea of olives in Amphissa and the port of Itea to the sea and the small town of Galaxidi, where we go to swim and from the sea look up to see Delphi far above, and over Delphi the peaks of Parnassus, the home of the Muses, with Melpomene, the Muse of Tragedy, the most supreme.

         I wrote a poem half down in Galaxidi but finished in this room in 2006 called ‘Galaxidi’:

         
            
               Those golden hairs I’m stroking on your thigh

               I only get to glimpse in this Greek light,

               and only here do claw-snags on my hand

               (from grappling with our lunch of garavides,

               the Greek word for the local langoustines), 

               the back of which has those dark freckle marks

               my grampa called his ‘grave-spots’, catch

               on your glittering Galaxidi-gilded hairs.

            

         

         The only year for many I did not spend some time in this room was 2011, when I began a version of the Iphigenia in Tauris of Euripides, encouraged by funding organised by Edith Hall, who also accompanied me, Sian, my daughter Jane, an archaeologist, and David Braund, a classicist and Crimean specialist, to the Crimea to recce the most northerly ancient Greek theatre near Sebastopol, not far from the ruins of the temple of Artemis, where Iphigenia was priestess after being saved by the goddess from being sacrificed by her father Agamemnon at Aulis. This was one of what I call my ‘kamikaze’ projects. I wanted, as always, to imagine it in the specific space of the ruined theatre, made more than slightly awkward by the presence of the ruins of a small early Orthodox church considered by contemporary Crimeans as probably more important than the ancient Greek ruins, which were discovered in 1954 but were not very accessible until the end of the cold war, as the area was where the Soviets had their nuclear-submarine base.

         In the Crimea we all bathed in the Black Sea and looked across at the lights on the shores of Russia. I had to buy a towel, and it had on it a colourful map of the Crimea showing Sebastopol, with the ancient site of Chersonesos near by, and Kerch and Yalta, where the house of Chekhov is, which we visited and was where we were given tea sweetened with a cherry jam made from Chekhov’s orchard. That swim in the Black Sea later gave me my poem ‘Black Sea Aphrodite’, which I also worked on in this very room when I again came to Delphi.

         All the negotiations with the Crimeans finally came to nothing and Putin’s annexation of the Crimea made a performance of Iphigenia unlikely. I had a very welcome workshop at the National Theatre Studio, the place where I had started Trackers and The Labourers of Herakles, but no further interest from the present NT management in any of my work. I had finally chosen to set it in 1854, during the Crimean War, with the tragedy enacted by all-male soldiers playing Iphigenia and the female chorus. Happily, this intrigued Emma Harding at the BBC, and it will be performed on Radio 3 about the time this book comes out and I have finally made eighty, and hopefully before the scattering of ashes above in the stadium and below in the sea at Galaxidi.

         A number of things I use for swimming in the sea at Galaxidi dry on the balcony railings of this room. After a swim down at Galaxidi, and maybe a meal, and the drive back up to Delphi, I spread my damp Crimean towel out to dry on the railings of my balcony and reflect on the Russian script derived from Greek: Херсонес – ‘Chersonesos’ – founded by the Greeks in the fifth century BC, where an ancient theatre exists near to the ruins of the temple of Artemis, where the play is set. Alongside the Crimean towel is a white T-shirt also with Cyrillic script, saying, Пловдивски античен театър – ‘Plovdiv Ancient Theatre’ – which I bought in Bulgaria while making the Orpheus film with Peter Symes and Oliver Taplin. Our film, titled Metamorpheus, followed the severed head of Orpheus down the Hebrus and over the sea to Lesbos. This is the one white T-shirt I possess, as all the others are black with the Greek text of Nikos Kazantzakis: Δεν ελπίζω τίποτα. Δεν φοβούμαι τίποτα. Είμαι λέφτερος – ‘I hope for nothing. I fear nothing. I am free.’ There are usually two of them drying on the balcony railing. And they found their way into my poem ‘Polygons’, all five of them.

         There is also a battered baseball cap with a Florida gator on it in an orange T-shirt. Its peak is shredded. I use it when swimming to protect my bald head with the spreading ‘grave-spots’ from the sun. As it dries on the balcony I remembered with Peter two unrealised projects imagined for Florida. One was to be set in Gainesville, near to where I had lived in the late 1970s and early 1980s with my then wife Teresa Stratas. The film was to be called Fast Forward and was about the Florida Gators football team, and Halloween with its pumpkin lanterns, and the fact that a serial killer had been at large around the campus at the same time, and that my son Max, who had chosen to study in the university there, had a serious breakdown because of it all. The other unrealised project was set in Arcadia, Florida, where the first rattlesnake canning factory had been set up by George End in 1931. He claimed to have canned every part of the snake ‘except the hiss’! It was also the place where a prototype flying bomb had been devised. The film we never got to make was to have been called Et in Arcadia Ego.

         There are other rooms and balconies where I’ve sat in Delphi, especially in the Cultural Centre, which I can see to the right if I stand up on this balcony. Seamus Heaney and I had adjoining rooms and balconies when we attended the performances and conference at the centre and spoke about our own work on Greek tragedy (and, in my case, the satyr play!). Now, his death haunts me here, though it was down in the village that I first knew of it. On 31 August 2013, Sian and I had gone down to eat under the plane tree where we often eat. Next to the taverna is a kiosk that used to sell foreign newspapers but now only sells Greek ones. Hanging up secured by a clothes peg was the Greek paper Ethnos, with a large picture of Seamus on the front. That could only mean one thing: that he had died. The kiosk was opposite a derelict building that was the first hotel in Delphi, the Vouzas, where Jocelyn Herbert told me she had stayed with George Devine in the 1950s. Sometimes dinner was arranged in the hotel for guests of the Delphi Festival, and I had eaten there with Seamus. My poem ‘Polygons’ grew from this moment into something else, though it wasn’t finished until 2014.

         Exactly one year later, we were sitting here on this balcony when the room’s phone rang and Michael Kustow’s partner, Jane, told us he was dead. The following is what I said at his memorial:

         
            MICHAEL KUSTOW (1939–2014)

            I have labels attached by drawing pins to the shelves that carry the hundreds of notebooks of all my projects in poetry, theatre and film. And there is a large, ever-growing section labelled ‘Unrealised Projects’, which I was forced to add to last year with some bitterness after being given a two-year runaround by some nameless (for now!) BBC commissioning editor. I slammed the notebook for work on the new but never to be realised film poem onto the shelf with a curse and went off to Delphi in Greece, where over the last thirty years I’d done a number of theatre projects, and where I could recuperate from my disappointment. Soon I found myself thinking of Michael Kustow, who, though he’d had no direct involvement in these Delphi projects, nonetheless took the trouble to come to Greece to see them and be supportive. And I began to think of the notebooks next to the ‘Unrealised Projects’ labelled ‘The Mysteries’ or ‘The Oresteia at the National Theatre’, both of which Michael had been instrumental in bringing to Channel 4. And there was the opera Yan Tan Tethera, about shepherds and sheep-counting, for which I’d written the libretto and Harrison Birtwistle the music. It was an opera the BBC had commissioned and then chickened out of, which Michael snapped up. In his book One in Four: A Year in the Life of a Channel Four Commissioning Editor [London: Chatto & Windus, 1987], Michael remembers that Harry Birtwistle had rung him to say that we had both decided that we’d like the opera dedicated to him. ‘I can hardly say how pleased and proud I am [he writes] … It’s a true reward when artists … acknowledge that you have some special gift as an encourager, a sustainer, an eliciter, a fellow spirit.’ Michael was all those – ‘an encourager, a sustainer, an eliciter, a fellow spirit’. And he was all those things when he brought Richard Eyre’s film of my reading of my poem v. to Channel 4, which brought the front-page fury of the Daily Mail down on our heads. I found myself almost every day thinking of Michael in Delphi in August 2014, when we had a call on this room’s phone to say that he had died.

            Every time I went to Delphi I sent him a postcard of the ancient stadium in Delphi where The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus had its world premiere in 1988. Michael had helped to try and find me backing to take it there and to have it filmed, though even his enthusiastic eloquence didn’t manage that one. Unlike others, he saw nothing strange in my being a poet in film or in the theatre and directing my own, what I called ‘kamikaze’ performances. Michael the ‘encourager’ encouraged me, and what is more, unlike anyone from the NT, actually came to them all, whether in Salts Mill, Yorkshire, the ancient Roman stadium in Carnuntum in Austria on the Danube for The Kaisers of Carnuntum, or in Delphi again for The Labourers of Herakles on a building site. Not only was he one of the few who came from Britain to see the productions, he later wrote an enthusiastic Introduction to Volume 3 in the Faber collection of my plays, in which these ‘kamikaze’ productions were eventually printed.

            It was during and after this project in 1995 that Michael began to perform his ‘eliciter’ and ‘encourager’ roles again by urging me, after a number of film poems I’d made for the BBC and Channel 4, to write and direct a film for the cinema. And eventually, for Film Four, in 1998, I did and made Prometheus, with Michael as executive producer, which translates in Michael’s case into ‘encourager, sustainer, eliciter, fellow spirit’. 

            Another notebook in the ‘Unrealised Projects’ is for a film which I regret not making but which was in nobody’s power to retrieve. But for me it shows how Michael could respond enthusiastically to the briefest, even craziest of suggestions, on one page faxed from the Amazon. I’d gone to Colombia to do a reading in Medellín, and then went south to Leticia on the Amazon and got a boatman to take me up the river between Colombia and Brazil. In that year, 1994, the two neighbouring countries were expecting to play each other in the football World Cup final. I went past a wooden house tied by lianas and ropes to trees to stop it drifting away. A boy and a girl, both wearing the blond afro wig of ‘El Pibe’ Valderrama, were kicking a football and balancing on floating logs, until the river carried the ball away. On the veranda snuffled a chiguero, a giant kind of rat the size of a wild boar. Inside, two men in hammocks were watching the football on TV. Also watching were six macaws, which are, of course, red, blue and yellow – the colours of the Colombian team. Whenever Colombia scored, the macaws squawked, ‘Gol! Gol! Gol!’ As soon as I got off the river, I sent a fax from the small hotel on its banks with only these details to Michael, saying it would make a great film if the final were between Brazil and Colombia, knowing that there was no one else who would respond. He didn’t attribute my sketched suggestions to the influences of Colombian powders. He was on the case immediately, encouraging and sustaining, but sadly Colombia didn’t make the final and we never made the film, but I can’t imagine anyone else taking up that brief hint of a project with such encouraging alacrity. I now feel there are more people helping to unrealise projects than helping to realise them, and it makes me miss Michael even more. He sent me his One in Four book, inscribed: ‘For Tony, comrade and chum’. And that was how I felt about him. He asked me for my view of his book, and I remember I wrote to say he should stop writing apologetically about being carried away by his own ‘enthusiasm’ or ‘earnestness’, as I was always amazed how undiminished his enthusiasm could be. He was a rare and utterly warm enabler.

            He helped me to realise some of my most cherished projects. I’ll always be grateful to him, ‘encourager, sustainer, eliciter, fellow spirit’.

         

         On this Delphi balcony death is part of all my sunset thoughts, of those I have mentioned and all the actors and collaborators, recalled in the various introductions that are gathered in this book, who are no longer here. I remember seeing on an English balcony off a hospital room the actor Walter Sparrow, who played the chain-smoking ex-miner who was my Prometheus, with his fennel stalk/constantly lit fag. I went to the hospital with Alistair Cameron, who’d been the cameraman on my film. Walter was dying from lung cancer caused by a lifetime’s heavy smoking. He struggled out of bed, and we helped him to his chair on the balcony. He sat down and lit up a fag, and with it held in his nicotine-stained digits of defiance he did the whole of the smoking speech at the end of Prometheus from memory: 

         
            
               You just get t’first drag down your throat ’n

               some bugger’s barking it’s verboten.

               Dictators, deities, they’re all t’same

               forbidding men fags, fruit or flame.

               First Zeus wi’ t’fire then t’God of t’chapel’s

               obsession wi’ forbidding apples.

               One crunch into that contraband

               gave men t’knowledge God had banned.

               We’ve got t’knowledge, we’ve got t’fire,

               we’ve raised ussens up out of t’mire.

               Diso-bloody-bedience got us over

               t’barbed-wire fences of Jehovah.

               But men thesens bring back barbed wire

               round t’Bramleys and round t’bakehouse fire.

               There’s not one joy but what some berk’ll

               want it ringed wi’ a red circle.

               Gods or men or summat similar,

               ’ermes or some town hall ’immler,

               those in power’d like red ring

               round almost bloody everything.

            

         

         He died a few days later.

         Then there are this year’s deaths down below. Christophoros, who had a place for coffee just round the corner from the Castalian Spring and overlooking the gymnasium where the column lay that Byron had etched his name on in 1809, which is totally neglected and will soon disappear. I took Christophoros down to see it. He never had. I tried to get the Delphi mayor of the time to do something about the column for the 2009 bicentenary of Byron’s visit, but nothing happened and the neglect and fading away continues. Like the stadium above, no one is allowed in the gymnasium, as they once were, due to dangerous rockfalls. When we walked to the Castalian Spring to fill up our bottles, we always used to have a coffee with Christophoros. He died a few months ago. As did Panagiotis, who in the old days of the Delphi Festival ran the taverna Gargantuas, where all the performers went to eat and drink into the small hours after a show. I can never forget walking down the steps with Jocelyn and my actors after the Labourers of Herakles, and the gathered diners, led by Yuri Lyubimov, all rising to give us a standing ovation. Lyubimov later invited me to do something at his theatre, the Taganka, and so I went to Moscow a few times to prepare and direct a Russian version of Square Rounds, which finally redeemed the play for me. I’d done it in the NT’s Olivier in 1992, but most of the actors were stuck in television naturalism, which for me still ruins most of the theatre I see. One of the exceptions was Sian Thomas, now my partner. Panagiotis had to leave the old premises and cross the road, to have a few tables inside the small new space and four or five outside on the pavement. We stayed loyal to him and his wife, Panagiota, and his son, Stephanos, and eat down the hill on a lot of our nights. He died a few months ago. Each meal we take there keeps Panagiota’s grief still raw, though Panagiotis had been very ill for ten years. As she takes our orders, we talk about him. On the night he left the old taverna, we were his final and only customers. We’ll probably be at the new place tonight, on a shaky pavement table facing the mulberry trees from the old taverna, and opposite a kiosk that was run by Andreas, who had been my production manager on Hecuba and who would always come across and share some wine with us. Now, the kiosk is shuttered and a ‘For Rent’ notice painted on it, like many of my other favourite Delphi haunts, as one by one they close. Stephanos, the son of Panagiotis, always asks at the end of our meal if he can drive us back up the steep hill. I always say, ‘It is better for my heart if I go on foot.’ It becomes a ritual, especially after the times he had given us a lift before I had my dodgy damaged knees replaced at the brilliant Freeman Hospital in Newcastle, when I couldn’t get up the hill at all and it took me all day to shuffle with a stick down to the Castalian Spring, which I saw as essential to my recovery. I couldn’t even think of climbing to the stadium to remember my manic self of thirty years before, running up there sometimes three times a day.

         My moods on the balcony are often now very elegiac. Which is probably appropriate also for the reason that this collection of introductions to my theatre and film projects seems to me to be almost like a set of obituaries, sometimes affectionate enough, sometimes defensive. The doing of it, that manic energy I used to have for these projects, I have often been asked or gently bullied into describing, works only in the transience of the performance itself.

         I look down at Galaxidi, where I took Vanessa Redgrave and the whole Hecuba company for a swim and lunch at Tasos’s tavern. Tasos is now dead, but yesterday Sian and I ate at his psarotaverna, now run by his son Panagiotis and every bit as delicious, with its beetroot leaves, octopus and mussels, which come from a place I can see here from the room’s balcony. It is the setting for the poem written here I’ve mentioned above, ‘Wasted Ink’. And here I would be wasting even more ink if I were using, as I always did, my fountain pen and paper to draft poems or plays and be left with my digits typically inky. As the sun sets over the mountains I no longer climb but celebrate in front of me, I hope that my defiance isn’t diminishing, though this text is inkless and digital. As the sun sets, the cicadas fall suddenly silent. So do I.

         
             

         

         Tony Harrison
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            Aikin Mata



            1966

         

         
            ‘The Greeks’

            They care for the outward show of this life,

            but of the life to come they are heedless.

            The Koran

         

         THE LYSISTRATA OF ARISTOPHANES

         Aristophanes (c.450–385? BC) is the only writer of Greek old comedy whose work survives in more than isolated fragments. Eleven of his plays are extant. Aristophanes wrote Lysistrata in 412 BC, at a time when Athens was on the brink of total disaster in the prolonged Peloponnesian War with Sparta and her allies, which Thucydides called ‘the greatest disturbance in Greek History’. The play was produced in 411 BC, at one of the great Athenian religious festivals. It is one of the most admirable things in Greek culture that, at the worst time of a bitter war, which would eventually mean the collapse of the Athenian Empire in 404 BC and the downfall of Athenian civilisation, this play, which mocks the whole concept of war and makes an ‘indecent’ but deeply pacifist plea for an immediate truce between Athens and Sparta and for peace in general, was performed at a public festival. ‘The Greeks’, said Werner Jaeger, ‘placed laughter on the same plane with thought and speech as an expression of intellectual freedom.’ A culture without such laughter, however progressive or religious, is an inadequate one, and it is a kind of measure of later European societies that the Lysistrata has often been considered too licentious to perform. The Lysistrata of Aristophanes is now well over 2,000 years old, but its laughter and its purpose are perennially meaningful.

         More recently, Professor Erik H. Erikson, the Freudian psychologist and Professor of Human Development at Harvard University, looking for a solution to the desperate problems of war and general human aggression, came to a similar conclusion:

         
            It may well be that war cannot be banned until women, for the sake of worthwhile survival, dare to recognise and to support the as yet undeveloped power of unarmed resistance.

         

         It is a long time since Aristophanes said the same thing, but it would be difficult to say it better.

         FOREWORD

         Aikin Mata was written for a specific group of student actors at Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, in northern Nigeria. The year before, the same group had won the first prize in the Students’ Drama Festival at Ibadan with a production of Wole Soyinka’s The Lion and the Jewel. This group and other local groups had, between them, performed most of the published plays by modern Nigerian dramatists, and they wished to do something different, and yet they were not prepared to tackle Shakespeare or any of the classics of English theatre. They liked the mixture of drama, mime, music and dance in The Lion and the Jewel. An adaptation of a Greek comedy seemed the best solution, and in particular the Lysistrata of Aristophanes, with its great basic comic plot, particularly relevant in a country where women have not yet reached political equality with men, and where the ‘sex war’ is a recurrent source of humour. It seemed to us too that an adaptation of the play into Nigerian terms would not only draw fully upon the various acting, dancing and musical talents we had available, and exploit relevant or potentially relevant comic themes, but also that, by restoring music and dance to an integral place in a production of a Greek comedy, the play itself could be performed in a manner nearer to the Greek than the kind of productions one has in European theatre and on radio, with effete angelic choral speaking and emasculated dancing. Masquerades like the Yoruba Egungun of Oshogbo, with their dual sacred and profane functions as ancestor spirits and as comic entertainers, seem closer to Greek comedy than anything one has in modern Europe. The particular brand of satire of different ethnic groups in the Oshogbo Agbegijo, with its Gambari (Hausa man), Tapa (Nupe man) and Oimbo (Europeans), and in the popular Yoruba travelling theatres like the Afolayan Ogunsola Theatre, seemed particularly suited to the Lysistrata. For this reason we had Yoruba and Ibo actors playing Hausa and Fulani characters and a mixed group of Yoruba and Ibo men as the chorus of old Hausa women. The masks that were used were a studied compromise between Nigerian and Greek traditions. The music and dance was evolved from various traditional dances and an inter-tribal variety of instruments were used, just as Attic and Doric modes were mingled in Greek comedy.

         A basic linguistic division exists in the original Greek play between Attic Greek and the Doric Greek spoken by the Spartans, which the Athenians never tired of mocking as a substandard form of their own ‘received pronunciation’. Existing translations of the Lysistrata have used either a Scots dialect or the accent of the American ‘Deep South’ to recreate this linguistic division. In Nigeria we had a readymade distinction between ‘standard’ English and pidgin English, and the northerners in the play speak ‘standard’ and the southerners speak pidgin. This helped to emphasise the spirit of inter-tribal parody as a basic ingredient of the comedy of the adaptation, and since we had no real wars to draw upon for a parallel to the Peloponnesian War, we had to make it imaginary, drawing upon latent or blatant tribal rivalries. The whole play is, of course, a plea for mutual goodwill, and all tribes in the play have their fair share of parody and lampoon.

         While Aikin Mata was being auditioned and rehearsed, a number of European members of the university made objections to the performance of such a play, which has a notorious reputation in Europe, especially amongst those who have neither read it nor seen it produced, and has often been the source of prurient scandal and attempts at censorship. All kinds of fearful speculations about the effects of such a frankly bawdy play were aired, ranging from the farcical – that outbursts of self-indulgent sexuality would occur on the campus – to the traditional outcries levelled against the stage since the theatres were closed in England during the seventeenth century. The basis of the objection was that the plot of the play presumed in the audience a knowledge that husbands sleep with their wives and are likely to suffer if their wives refuse sexual intercourse over a prolonged period. In the society of Lysistrata woman’s only weapon was her sexual attraction, as Pope writes:

         
            Power all their end and beauty all their means.

         

         Finally, a deputation was made to the Vice-Chancellor, Sir Norman Alexander, who would not entertain any of the objections, and made it quite clear that censorship in any form was inimical to the whole idea of a university.

         After the play was performed in March 1964, to capacity audiences from the university and the town, there were none of the expected dreadful consequences or deputations either Christian or Muslim. The would-be censors had suggested, among other things, that Muslims would seriously object to the spectacle of Muslim women taking an oath over a calabash of wine, since the consumption of alcohol is forbidden in Islam. In actual fact, the audience, which contained a great many devout Muslims, accepted the scene in the spirit of comedy as just one more outrageous way in which the women could demonstrate their defiance of a male-dominated society. In any case, jokes about Muslims drinking are frequent in Hausa and several neologisms among ‘initiates’, like jajaye hiyu and Krolar Kaduna, referring to the lacing of soft drinks with something more intoxicating, have found their way into the language.

         Significantly enough, the most enthusiastic reception of the play came from the small, embattled group of female students.

      

   


   
      
         

            Fellowship



            1969

         

         I had always been under the naïve impression that UNESCO was a surefire incantation for the raising of international goodwill. Driving from the airport in Havana at three in the morning past the VIETNAM VENCERÁ posters with the secretary of the Cuban National Commission for UNESCO, I said that I hoped to travel into the interior, as they called it, and maybe see the initiation of the zafra (sugar cane harvest), in which the Soviet fleet were to participate so nobly instead of whoring round Havana like the imperialist marine. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you look too much like a Yankee.’ No one else thought so. Whenever I walked along the Malecón (esplanade) I was followed by boys shouting, ‘Hey, Ruso,’ or ‘Hey, Tovarich, da me chicle.’ So much so that after almost two months of it I finally delivered a lecture to one persistent got-any-gum-chummer. Didn’t he realise that chewing gum was a North American confection and didn’t he know the insult he offered to a Soviet comrade by begging for imperialist chicle? He seemed chastened, then said, ‘Give me your belt then.’ If I wasn’t a Russian I was Czech. I was walking up and down in old Havana, waiting for the bank to open to draw my UNESCO pittance, when a workman beckoned me over to the welding yard and asked me if I’d like to see the shop. There was an oldish, deliberately distinguished-looking man standing guard over a former Coca-Cola fridge. Coca-Cola el refresco de la Amistad. He gave me a bottle of orange and clearly fancied himself as the ‘professor’ of the works. ‘Checo?’ ‘Sí,’ I lie. Then he explained to his workmates that Czechoslovakia was divided into three parts, ‘Slovakia, Moravia y … y …’ ‘Bohemia,’ I said. ‘Sí, Bohemia.’ When I had drained the refresco, they asked how much I wanted for my sunglasses. ‘I am afraid they are not for sale. Thank you for the welcome refreshments, comrades.’ Many Cubans rationalise the Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia, and Fidel’s support, by saying things like, ‘The Czechs are taking advantage of the imperialist blockade to sell us shoddy goods at high prices,’ or ‘The Czechs feel your clothes … enviously.’ In Havana, they didn’t feel our clothes, but we were always being asked to sell them. In the end we had to. The money given by some kids’ pants, and a dress or two to pay off our bill. We could have left Cuba in barrels and braces if we had wanted.

         In Brazil my stipend had been raised, and we managed a little better for a while. Things went reasonably, until in the north-east of Brazil I paid a visit to Dom Hélder Câmara, the Archbishop of Recife, who is ‘in quarantine’. He agreed to meet me later that day at the archbishop’s palace. Suddenly, I was summoned to the president of the EMPETUR (the state tourist bureau of Pernambuco) and told my programme was cancelled. ‘Such a person’, he said to a colleague, ‘must not be allowed to visit Dom Hélder. The man has worked a whole year in Czechoslovakia. He has been to the Soviet Union by invitation. He has come from Cuba. He has been to China.’ I hadn’t been to China. I had told a train-enthusiast employee of EMPETUR that once you could go all the way to Peking by train. UNESCO, I murmured. But it was no good. It was the day that the hostages for the kidnapped American ambassador had arrived in Havana and sworn to return to Brazil armed for the struggle. The army had been jumpy all day. ‘The war is against the people,’ explained a poet. Ambassador Elbrick had been kidnapped the day I flew from Rio to Bahía, and when I made my contact in the Afro-Oriental Institute, he said, ‘It’s the CIA. Brazilians could never plan anything like that.’ I began to see what he meant after two weeks, when my promised programme of Afro-Brazilian attractions had not materialised. I ran out of money, waiting. UNESCO, UNESCO, I murmured to EMPETUR. That made matters worse, I was later told by a monk when, being again penniless, I had sought refuge in a monastery. ‘In Latin America,’ he said, ‘UNESCO is highly suspect. The Americans think that there is too much European influence and so restrict its activity. I had two friends who did literary campaign work. They were paid and told to do nothing.’ I was glad to hear that they had been paid. I was having some difficulty. But as a UNESCO Fellow I did have one invitation to eat from a UNESCO expert, a Canadian, and his wife. When the wife heard that we had just been in Cuba, the flesh between her bikini shook and she said, ‘Everybody in the world knows that North America has the best food in the whole world.’ Then she said, ‘When they start getting their filthy communist literature translated into French and putting it for sale in Canada …’ She tailed off and sighed, ‘How awful it must be not to feel free.’ And as an afterthought and a warning, I thought, to me she said, ‘In UNESCO we just do a job and never meddle in politics. We have no political opinions.’ ‘Of course,’ I said. Then, changing the distasteful subject, she went on to speak of what she felt she lacked in Brazil. ‘I lack bilberries. I lack gooseberries. I lack loganberries.’ ‘But fruit is plentiful.’ ‘Have you tasted the apples?’ she shouted back. We preferred to rely on monks and nuns. Habitless now, radical, they lead dangerous lives. Their hero is Dom Hélder, whom I was prevented from seeing, whose house has been often machine-gunned, and their martyr is the young Padre Henrique, who chose to work among the students of the north-east and was found with bullet holes in his head, the nails broken off his fingers, cord marks round his throat and wrists. His funeral all but provoked a violent confrontation between the military and the radical church. As I was seen off on my way to Brasilia, two nuns listed the terrible diseases prevalent in the north-east and concluded, ‘But the worst disease here is hunger.’

         In Brasilia my first human contact was with Terezinha, a little girl of five whose family, six in all, were living under the fancy exit ramp of the National Theatre. It met the ground at an angle like a bushman’s windbreak. It had the advantage of being near the bus station, where they could get water, and being near the foyer, where Terezinha could hold her lice-ridden two-year-old sister up to the playgoers, coming out of The Devil Is a Woman, and beg for centavos. Culture. The ‘C’ of my incantation, UNESCO, was the half-open womb I had to huddle into. In UNESCO we do our job and don’t meddle in politics. My job was culture. I looked at the brave new architecture, the flat-topped pyramid of the National Theatre, with Terezinha’s family flopped at the bottom like broken-backed Aztec sacrifices. I looked at the architecture. The CHEs, seven storeys high, that they had in the Plaza de la Revolution in Havana would do even better in Brasilia.

         When I got back to Rio, UNESCO in Paris had still not authorised the payment of the cruzeiros still owed to me. We left Brazil for West Africa penniless, although a French Mother Superior offered us some money. When we arrived in Dakar in Senegal, we found UNESCO had not authorised our payment there either. Fortunately, the marabout of the Grande Mosque in Dakar offered us all spoons to dip into the communal bowl of rice and peppers, which we did with an alacrity that must have startled the old man, otherwise we would have gone very hungry. We eventually got enough to pay for our stopover in Dakar and left on the first stage of our journey to the Gambia, with £37 for fifteen days. The cheapest hotel, the Adonis, owned by a Lebanese called Kamal Milky, cost three times as much for a single person. I asked a Wolof steward where Africans stayed in Bathurst. He said with their brothers. We had no brothers in the Gambia. I cabled UNESCO in Paris: ‘MUST ABANDON FELLOWSHIP UNLESS STIPEND INCREASED.’ There was no reply. ‘If the British taxpayer knew how much money was wasted by these international organisations,’ said the secretary of the UN regional advisor, ‘there would be real trouble.’ She told me of a Swede, a UNESCO expert, who had not been paid for over three months and was living on an overdraft with a 10 per cent interest rate. My case looked hopeless. ‘It’s bad enough’, she said, ‘working for an African government. But I’d sooner work for an African government’, she added loyally, ‘than work for the UN.’ I cabled home for enough money to pay off our debts to Mr Milky and borrowed £2 from the British High Commission. We had two months of Fellowship still to go, and today I was returning to England penniless.

         Penniless, we caught the airport bus at the terminal in Wellington Street, near the British Information Office, where all the library chairs were full, and slowly all the heads went down over the pink Financial Times and the Oxford Atlas upside down, and Dembo went round waking the sleepers. I tipped the Gambian porters and paid for the airport bus in useless Cuban pesos. One peso equals one US dollar, I said. From now on Swissair would look after us. That night in the Hotel N’gor, Dakar, the crews of Lufthansa, Swissair and Air France were getting drunk together on the table next to us, as we ate our free alcohol-less transit passengers’ meal. They laughed uproariously at trilingual jokes. It was 24 October … United Nations Day.

      

   


   
      
         

            Shango the Shaky Fairy



            1970

         

         
            
               Where are you now, O Shango?

               Two-headed, powerful

               Man and woman, hermaphrodite

               Holding your quivering thunderbolts

               With quiet savage malice;

               Brooding over your domain,

               Africa, Cuba, Haiti, Brazil,

               Slavery of mind is unabolished.

               Always wanting to punish, never to love.

            

         

         This question was posed by Abioseh Nicol, the Sierra Leonean poet, in a poem called ‘African Easter’, and it’s a question I’ve often asked myself after my first acquaintance with Shango, that god of many parts. I am also worried to the point of madness by punishment and love. I have an oshe Shango, a Shango staff, I picked up in the country of the Nigerian Yoruba, whose god of thunder he is. Like all foot-or-so-high Yoruba wood carvings, my Shango staff is good to feel, pick up, think and worry with. I am a chronic, inveterate feeler. I was once evicted from the Musée d’Art Moderne for stroking Brâncuşi’s Le Phoque, which surely was what it was made for. Later, in the National Gallery of Prague, I discovered with the help of a Czech friend that if you carried a white stick, wore dark glasses and took someone to guide you round, you could handle the extremities of the Rodins and insinuate your connoisseur hand just wherever you wanted, even essay a bit of hesitant frottage, if you fancied. My oshe Shango, like the Yoruba twin figures (igbeji) of the same height, is a very feelable piece of wood, and it is my own. At my worst moments of tension I polish or fondle it, shove it under my oxter like a swagger stick, twirl it about like a bastard New York cop, or even waddle, to my children’s delight, with it stuck between my legs, until we all collapse in ribald laughter and my anxiety is eased. My daughter, Jane, has an appliquéd cloth I bought in Dahomey. It hangs on the wall above her bed, and when she almost lost her leg in an accident, she had to gaze at it for months during her recuperation. There is a man carrying a double axe and a ram’s head belching fire, emblems of Shango, god of the storm for the Yoruba of Dahomey as well as Nigeria. So when I went looking for Shango, to investigate his status in the socialist island of Cuba and under the military dictatorship of Brazil, Jane came with me, along with her mother and her brother Max. The unbalanced poet and the lame daughter. Jane tires easily, and when she does I carry her piggyback like an African woman, like that Shango figure in the D’Harnoncourt collection of New York, which William Fagg has called ‘one of the finest African sculptures extant’. When I carried her in this way, people stared, and I remembered that when I produced a new translation of the Lysistrata of Aristophanes into a Nigerian setting, nothing caused more raucous laughter than when the Fulani herdsman I had made the equivalent of Cinesias came to claim his wife with the baby swaddled on his back, unless it was his great red phallus they were laughing at. The actor who played the part was so embarrassed by his costume he tried to wear it back to front. I remember only two other similar moments of high excitement in largely male Nigerian audiences: one in the film version of Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers, where Morel turns on his wife and throws her out of the house; and the other when Olivier’s Hamlet castigates Ophelia. Anxiety over the definition of the sexual scope and role creates this humour, and its related despairs and prejudice. In this field Shango has had more experience than old Tiresias, and in crossing the Atlantic to the New World, has come to acquire more drag and quick changes than Danny La Rue.

         To search for Shango in Cuba is to search for that Africa I came to know and love. To search for Africa is to discover and create Cuba. Shango is just one of many, but one of the most powerful, and certainly the most widely travelled, of the orishas in the Yoruba pantheon, which is every bit as rich if not richer than that of the Greeks. In the middle passage, in the dark hold of the slaver and in the slave barracks of the sugar plantations, Shango, the thunder god, the king, who, in one version of his legend, is human and hangs himself in the forest, becomes Santa Bárbara in that syncretism of the Catholicism of the Spanish colonist and the orishas of the Yoruba, who were shipped over to Cuba in their thousands after the extermination of the gentle Taino and Siboney Indians. Santa Bárbara is the patron saint of artillery, arsenals, powder magazines, and is invoked against lightning (quand le tonnerre tombera, Ste. Barbe nous préservera) because when her wicked father, the king of Nicodemia, struck off the head of the virgin for refusing to renounce newfangled Christianity, lightning struck him dead. In Cuba she was an army patron too, but her black devotees address her in Lucumí, that form of the Yoruba language still used in the island cults like a liturgical Latin, as Changó (Shango). He/She/It is central to the understanding of cubanidad. And true cubanidad is as much an effort of the revolutionary as the 1969/70 sugar harvest of 10,000,000 tons. Nicolás Guillén, now president of the Union of Artists and Writers, wrote of Cuba in 1931:

         
            
               … esta tierra mulata

               de africano y españól

               (Santa Bárbara de un lado,

               del otro lado, Changó)

            

         

         One on either side, like a coat of arms, the black god and the white virgin. But they are one and the same person. A concept like the Trinity, only there are (for the moment) only two, and certainly more complex, and perhaps more kinky, but in the end fuller of potential salvation. A mulatto country, a mulatto culture, and much of this notion can be found in the apostle Martí’s idea of cubanidad. Though now the official report to the United Nations in 1968 can say that ‘the real Cuban culture is, and cannot but be, mulatto’, and though now, when the Soviet fleet made a courtesy visit to Havana in July 1969, the hands that held the Cuban flags on the posters that greeted them were of two shades of brown only, it needed the Castro revolution to make the recognition of this visibly obvious cultural fact about Cuba respectable. About some aspects of the mulatto religion, however, the revolution is decidedly uneasy.

         It is true that in the period clearly defined in Ramón Guirao’s anthology Orbita de la poesía afro-cubana, 1928–1937 (Havana, 1937), there existed a movement known variously as poesía afro-cubana, poesía negra or negrista. Of its various practitioners only one, Marcelino Arozarena, was actually black, and only Guillén himself mulatto. It was, like many similar movements – ‘gaucho’ poetry in South America, ‘Maori’ poetry in New Zealand – basically white, cultivated, urban and primitivistic. Its verses chime with rumba dancers and the onomatopoeia of the sun-dried gourd maraca. It owes much to the movement in Europe which brought to such artists as Picasso, Braque, Derain and Vlaminck the knowledge of African masks; and to the theories of Leo Frobenius, mentor of Spengler, dabbled in by both Pound and Lawrence, and whose ideas were much prevalent in the Hispanic world after the translation of Schwarze Dekameron into Spanish in 1925, and after the master himself had toured Europe and had been well expounded in the Revista de Occidente, a Madrid journal, very influential with Cuban intellectuals of the time. It is a movement wide enough to include Tarzan of the Apes, and what is behind it is what the Allied Supremacies of Africa declared in their Proclamation in the equally symptomatic novel of Charles Williams, Shadows of Ecstasy, that ‘the great age of the intellect is done’. Europe, cerebral Europe, trapped in its grey matter, is done for. The two poems that initiated the movement in Cuba in 1928 are both by white poets, Ramón Guirao and José Z. Tallet, and they are both about a negress dancing the rumba, mildly sexotic, with surface sound effects as awful as Vachel Lindsay’s Congo or, even worse, Edith Sitwell. It was Africa in the head. Now, we mustn’t say, said Guillén, Afro-Cuban but Afro-Spanish.

         Today’s Cuban poets, who are again turning to the Yoruba myths ‘in a revolutionary context’, dismiss the old 1930s Afro-Cuban stuff as ‘pintoresquismo’. They make an occasional exception: say, for Regina Pedroso, who was half Chinese, and who very appropriately complained in her poem ‘Hermano negro’:

         
            Are we nothing more than rumbas … and carnivals?

         

         And the new ‘Afro-Spanish’ poets, Miguel Barnet, Pablo Armando Fernández, whose book Libro de los heroes (1964) J. M. Cohen credits with giving modern Cuban poetry a new beginning, Nancy Morejón, Excilia Saldaña and Rogelio Martinez Furé also make an exception for ‘Nicolás’ their president. Guillén’s Motivos de son appeared two years after the start of the Afro-Cuban movement in 1930. This poetry is also marred by facile onomatopoeia like:

         
            
               Tamba, tamba, tamba, tamba, 

               tamba del negro que tumba;

               tumba del negro, caramba,

               caramba, que el negro tumba:

               yamba, yambo, yambambe!

            

         

          But what was to distinguish Guillén from the exoticists pure and simple was his Marxism, his commitment to causes outside the poetry, where it was obvious that the exploited negro was more than rumba and carnival.

         In the preface to his next volume of poems, Sóngoro cosongo (1931), subtitled poemas mulatas, Guillén says that the spirit of Cuba is ‘mestizo’, and it is his own awareness of his dual origins that was to produce some of his best poems, like ‘Balada de los dos abuelos’ from West Indies Ltd (1934), where he calls together his white Spanish ancestor and his black slave ancestor and presents them in a synthesis of anguish and celebration:

         
            
               Los dos del mismo tamaño,

               ansia negra y ansia blanca;

               los dos del mismo tamaño,

               gritan, sueñan, lloran, cantan.

            

            
               The two are on the same scale,

               black anguish and white anguish;

               the two are on the same scale,

               they shout, they dream, they weep, they sing.

            

         

         The components of what Jean Price-Mars called the ‘ajiaco’, the goulash of Cuba, stirred together by colonial oppression and foreign investors. His poems move beyond Cuba to the rape of Abyssinia by Mussolini and to the activities of the Mau-Mau in Kenya. It is the sustained anti-colonialism which made him the obvious choice for president of the Writers’ Union of the new Cuba. Although the critic Cintio Vitier praised Guillén’s ‘afro-cuban’ style as being produced, unlike that of his contemporaries, desde adentro, ‘from the inside’, the one failing the new Cuban poets attribute to him is his only superficial knowledge of the negro culture of Cuba. Unlike themselves, he doesn’t know the cults from the inside. And in all the poetry of rumba and maraca of the 1930s Shango himself makes only a rare appearance, once in a shrine before yet another rumba dancer (this time that of Emilio Ballagas), whose navel gazes on the god like a solitary, adoring eye, and apart from when he is set beside Santa Bárbara, again in Guillén, when his power is invoked to protect Stalin:
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Then great Agrippa foams with rage—
Look at him on this very page!

He seizes Arthur, seizes Ned,

Takes William by his little head;

And they may scream and kick and call,
Into the ink he dips them all;

Into the inkstand, one, two, three,
Till they are black as black can be:
Turn over now, and you shall see.
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