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Biography
Tony Harrison was born in Leeds in 1937 as the son of a baker. Having won a scholarship he received his secondary education at Leeds Grammar School. Subsequently he went to Leeds University, where he read Classics and Linguistics, and edited the university magazine Poetry and Audience, in which his earliest poems appeared. His first job in 1960 was that of a schoolmaster in Dewsbury. During this time he married Rosemarie Crossfield Dietsch. Their first child was stillborn. Later they had a daughter and a son. In 1962 the Harrisons left for Zaria in Northern Nigeria, where he taught at the Ahmadu Bello University for four years. There he wrote, in collaboration with James Simmons, Aikin Mata, his first adaptation of the classical drama Lysistrata, which was given a Nigerian setting. Harrison left Africa in 1966 and spent a year teaching at Charles University in Prague. Back in the UK he started to write for a living, enabled to do so with the help of a large number of fellowships and prizes, such as the UNESCO Fellowship in poetry travelling, which took him and his family to Cuba, Brazil, Senegal and The Gambia. Harrison has produced a large number of poems, plays and libretti. He is poet-dramatist in residence of the National Theatre and regularly writes for Broadway theatres. In 1983 his first marriage, which had long been unhappy, was dissolved. At present Harrison is married to the soprano Teresa Stratas, whom he met during the rehearsals of his English libretto for Smetana's The Bartered Bride (1978). They live alternately in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, New York and Florida.



Critical Essay
To become a bone of contention for Tory MPs and the subject of fierce discussions on the radio and in the newspapers is no mean feat for a poet. Harrison accomplished it in October 1987 when Channel Four decided to televise V, one of his major poems, which had already been published two years before.
The poem is Harrison's reaction to finding the cemetery where his parents are buried desecrated by skinheads, supporters of Leeds United, who had spray-painted the monuments and headstones with obscenities and 'V"s, the symbol that links football clubs with their opponents. In Harrison's poem, however, the 'V attains a far wider significance:
These Vs are all the versuses of life from LEEDS v. DERBY, Black/White and (as I've known to my cost) man v. wife, Communist v. Fascist, Left v. Right,
class v. class as bitter as before,
the unending violence of US and THEM,
personified in 1984
by Coal Board MacGregor and the NUM,
Hindu/Sikh, soul/body, heart v. mind, East/West, male/female, and the ground these fixtures are fought out on's Man, resigned to hope from his future what his past never found.
(11.65-76)
The outcry, stirred up by the Daily Mail with the headline TV FOUR-LETTER POEM FURY, was raised against the section of the poem in which the poet has an imaginary dialogue with one of the skins interrupting his thoughts:
So what's a cri-de-coeur, cunt? 
Can't you speak the language that yer mam spoke. Think of 'er! 
Can yer only get yer tongue round fucking Greek?
Go and fuck yerself with cri-de-coeur!
(11. 165-168)
The row is illustrative of the emotions Harrison arouses in his readers with most of his work. Although literary critics agree that he is one of Britain's most talented poets and dramatists, he is not well-known outside the small circle of his admirers. And among those who do appreciate his work there are quite a few who only read his plays and his poems as political pamphlets. Yet the publisher of his first collection, Earth works, which was published in 1964 and has never been reprinted, seems to believe he is in possession of a collectors' item, because he offers the remaining copies for sale at no less than £ 100 each.
At the age of eleven Harrison won one of the scholarships to Leeds Grammar School reserved for working-class boys. His education detached him from his background without really admitting him to the middle classes, which bright working-class kids were supposed to reinforce:
Poetry's the speech of kings. You're one of those Shakespeare gives the comic bits to: prose!
"Them & [uz]')
The rift this caused between him and his parents found an outlet in the sixteen-line Meredithean sonnets, in which Harrison also records his mother's reaction to his first major collection The Loiners: 'You weren't brought up to write such mucky books!' ('Bringing Up') . Harrison uses a variety of traditional verse forms both for his drama and his poems. This making use of 'hopelessly elitist bourgeois forms' has been held against him, but in 1984 he explained in an interview with John Haffenden:
Originally I was drawn to metrical verse because I wanted to 'occupy' literature, as I said in "Them & [uz]'. Now that I have occupied it in the sense that I can do it - I learned it as skilfully as I could in order that people would have to pay attention - I still instinctively feel that it's associated with the heart beat, the sexual instinct, with all those physical rhythms which go on despite the moments when you feel suicidal.
The Loiners (1970), which is the nickname for the inhabitants of Leeds, is divided into five parts. Part One deals with Harrison's adolescent memories in post-war Leeds and describes characters as diverse as Thomas Campey, the secondhand dealer, and Peanuts Joe, 'the -nutsbit really -nis'. Part Two is about Harrison's days in Nigeria and describes characters modelled on the British colonials he met there. Part Three, which opens with Harrison's most anthologized poem, "The Nuptial Torches', is devoted to characters in a setting that is not only locally, but also historically different. However, the bulk of the poems deals with Harrison's Prague experiences. Parts Four and Five consist of his first important longer poems 'Newcastle is Peru', and 'Ghosts: Some Words Before Breakfast'. Although many of the poems are at least partly autobiographical, Harrison expects his readers to read them in an empirical context. As he explained to me in a letter written on 17 October 1983:
Many of the poems in The Loiners seek to find a relationship between public experiences, political and historical events and nightmares and private experiences and the most private experience of all, sexual. 'The White Queen' is just one attempt at this, setting a homosexual in post-colonial Africa, where I also set a rabidly heterosexual pensioner from Yorkshire, the PWD Man.... "The Nuptial Torches'... looks at the same relationships between terrible history and the privacies of marriage, love and sex. Although it is set in the sixteenth century I intend it as a poem about our century, full of terrors we cannot exclude from our consciousness.
What makes the poems so indigestible for many readers is the sexual aggression they exude and the Loiner dialect he has many of his characters speak. The abuse hurled at the audience strikes with double force as it is meted out in alexandrines:
I'll bet you're bloody jealous, you codgers in U.K., Waiting for your hearses while I'm having it away
('The Songs of the PWD Man')
The Loiners won critical acclaim and in 1972 Harrison was awarded the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize. But it widened the gap between him and his relatives and it never became popular among a large reading audience. The combination of traditional verse and colloquial diction attracted the attention of John Dexter at the National Theatre. He got Harrison to make a new translation of The Misanthrope (1973), which, with Alec McCowen and Diana Rigg in the lead, was a tremendous success. Harrison has been working for the theatre ever since. He likes to work with actors and singers, and many of his plays and libretti, set to music by composers such as Harrison Birtwistle, Dominic Muldowney and Jacob Druckman, are the result of close co-operation. Like his poems, his adaptations of classical drama are related to the terrors of our own age. 
While the traditional verse forms and the masks are retained (since 'masks have the curious ability to look many people in the eye at the same time' [' Facing up to the Muses : 1988']), the action is shifted to a time and place the audience can identify with. Therefore Harrison's Misanthrope lives in 1960 in the France of de Gaulle, whereas the Phèdre of Racine's drama has become, in Harrison's translation Phaedra Britannica (1975), a memsahib in the British India of the Raj.
Harrison was first to hold the post of Northern Arts Fellow in Poetry at the Universities of Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Durham from 1967-68, a position he occupied again from 1976-77. When his fellowship ended in 1968, the Cholmondeley Award and the UNESCO Fellowship in poetry enabled him to travel to Cuba, Brazil, Senegal and The Gambia in quest of Shango (the god of many parts), a deity of whom he had learned while in Nigeria. The journey resulted in a long article about his experiences in London Magazine in 1970, 'Shango the Shaky Fairy', illustrated by his then wife Rosemarie, and in 'Sentences 1-4' published in The School of Eloquence, which appeared in 1978. In addition to 'Sentences' and a number of poems closely related to those collected in The Loiners, this collection contains the first eighteen Meredithean sonnets. In Continuous (1981) this sequence of sonnets was increased to fifty, and three years later, in Selected Poems (1984), the series consisted of sixty-four poems.
In these collections the original sonnets from The School of Eloquence have been slightly rearranged and, together with the new sonnets, made to form a clear, tripartite whole. The poems of part II deal with Harrison's relationship with his parents, and the misery resulting from his alienation from the family circle caused by his education. They are preceded by a number of politico-historical poems collected in part I. The poems contained in part III look at all the themes: family, politics, history, life and death in a more general sense.
To read the poems in part II as mere elegies, as many critics do, does not do them justice. Harrison has a strong sense of guilt about the distance that existed between himself and his parents. His poems about them were written to atone for the betrayal of his background rather than from a need to express his grief. They are moving poems exuding deep love and respect, but they also have a sharp political edge. While mourning his parents, and accusing himself of inaction and lack of filial impulse, he makes it clear that he is determined to avenge his father and the class that brought him forth.
In the same sense the epithet 'working-class poet', which has attached itself to him on account of the sonnets in parts I and III, is unfair. Harrison is indeed the poet from the working classes, speaking on their behalf, and often in their jargon, but his total range is a much wider one, for he also speaks for the oppressed and abused in general, never allowing his readers to forget that he has been well-educated to perform for them, the privileged.

and me, I'm opening my trap 
to busk the class that broke him for the pence
(Turns')
And the anger, vented in the poems of part III, concerning the destruction of life, languages, arts, and endangered species through the callousness of mankind in general, is just as profound as the indignation about the fate of individual people expressed in poems such as 'National Trust', which form the core of part I.
Although the title Continuous may seem to imply that the sequence could be extended indefinitely, Harrison has moved away from this verse form. Since the appearance of Selected Poems Harrison has only published the type of longer poem with which this selection concludes. Although they are all beautiful, interesting poems in their own right, far milder in tone than his earlier poems, V is the best-known for obvious reasons. A new edition of this poem, with articles and press attacks on the 1987 television broadcast is planned.
Harrison's stance in support of the silent and the dispossessed is not restricted to his poems. His plays and libretti revolve round the same theme. For this reason, when commissioned to adapt the Yorkshire Mystery Plays (1985), he stipulated that all the characters, including God, were to speak in Yorkshire dialect. In 'The Big H' (Theatre Works 1973-1985), written for the BBC and performed on Boxing Day 1984, staff and pupils of Leeds Grammar School become Herods and death-squads modelled on fascist Germans, since the Redeemer is suspected to be among them. Similarly, the theme of 'Medea: A Sex-War Opera' (Theater Works) has become much wider than that of a woman murdering her children out of spite. The main theme of this opera, for which the music was written by Jacob Druckman, is the never-ending clash between the sexes, and the suffering of children caught up in their battles. The connection with the terrors of our own age is clearly present in the simultaneous deaths of Creusa and Medea, the one dying through the effects of a poisoned robe and crown and the other on the electric chair. Furthermore, at the end the play is updated by means of the projection onto a background screen of press cuttings concerning infanticides still committed all over the world.
One of Harrison's latest pieces for the theatre is a new adaptation of Aristophanes' Lysistrata and Euripides' Trojan Women, both mingled into one. The setting of this Lysistrata (1988) is no longer the sacred mountain of Hesiod, but the top of a nuclear silo at a US missile base, ironically called Greenham Common. Lysistrata, played by Glenda Jackson, has been turned into the leader of a women's peace camp. The play is so overtly pacifist that the editors of the American magazine that originally was to publish the play got cold feet and returned the text. Eventually it was published by Agni Review. At present Harrison is adapting a 'satyr play' by Sophocles discovered during the excavation of ancient Oxyrhyncus in 1907. It is to be called The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus.
When Harrison decided to start writing for a living he also made the decision to write nothing but poetry any more. On the whole he has so far stuck to that resolve. For apart from 'Shango the Shaky Fairy' (1970) and 'Facing up to the Muses', his address to the Classical Association, of which he was chairman in 1988, he has not published anything but verse. Harrison is a very skilful poet. Despite the fact that he restricts himself to very conventional modes of versification, he always succeeds in matching the style of his poetry to its content by exploiting every available formal device, such as particular lexical patterns, and syntactic or phonological structures. This stylistic aptitude is nicely exemplified in the first twenty-two lines of "The Lords of Life' (1984). The tone is set in the lexis of the very first line. And while the lexical patterns set out all the old themes - the callous and senseless destruction of life, the clash between the classes, the doubtful manliness of the boy who reads books - the phonological structure portrays the movements of a snake before and after it has been killed:

The snake our cracker neighbour had to scotch
was black and white and beautiful to watch. I
'd watched it shift its length, stay still, sashay,
shunting its flesh on shuffled vertebrae
for days before, and thought of it as 'mine'
so long had I wondered at its pliant spine.
My neighbour thinks it queer my sense of loss.
He took a branch festooned with Spanish moss,
at the cooler end of one long afternoon,
and pestled my oaksnake's head into a spoon
he flourished laughing at his dogs, then slung
the slack ladle of its life to where it hung
snagged on a branch for buzzards, till, stripped bare,
it trailed like a Chinese kite-string in the air.
Waal! he exclaimed, if ahda knowed you guys
liked snakes on your land ... he turns and sighs
at such greenhornery. I'd half a mind
to say I'd checked the snake's a harmless kind
in two encyclopaedias but knew the looks
I'd get from him for 'talking books'. -
There's something fairy (I can hear him say)
about a guy that watches snakes all goddam day.

Harrison is also a demanding poet, for his readers as well as for himself. He works long and hard on everything he writes. He does not consider a text for the theatre finished until it is performed, and he makes numerous drafts of poems before they reach their final form. Nothing is ever revised after it has been published. And he expects his readers to put the same amount of work in reading his poetry. Readers who want to be able to appreciate the total significance of his poems will have to do some research first. It is part of a deliberate strategy, as Harrison assured John Haffenden:
Haffenden: Did you then determine on the idea of using poetry as a kind of political act, a kind of subversive strategy through which a poetry-reading audience who would otherwise enjoy the wit and intelligence of your poems should be arrested and even assaulted by disconcerting idioms and references? In most ways you gratify that sector of society which is educated to read literature, but at the same time you disabuse it of its expectations.
Harrison: Yes, very good. I would say that where the poems seem to become most satisfying in a 'literary way' to the readers of poetry, it is at precisely those moments that I want to remind them that there is a vast group of people who don't read poetry, and to remind them of the privilege of their literacy. That is a very determined strategy, consciously and artfully subversive in that sense.
('Tony Harrison: An Interview')

This, too, makes him a difficult poet to read and, unless he changes his tactics, it will probably keep the circle of his admirers small.
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