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PREFACE

The aims and intentions of Literature and Criticism are probably best described
by an account of the project’s history. Our brief from the publisher was for a
work of reference, covering the field of literary and critical activity now usually
described as ‘English’ or ‘English Literature’. From the earliest stages of
planning, however, we felt that what was needed went beyond a descriptive
guide to authors and texts on conventional lines. The idea began to take
shape of a work that acknowledged both the existence of texts and the
surrounding structure of critical debate. We moved towards a notion of a
reference work which not only covered English literature, but also dealt with
how it has been discussed and how it is being discussed now.

Such a work could not, and should not, aim to be an objective guide. On
the contrary, it was agreed that we should consciously set out to engage scholars
and critics of different persuasions, with the prospect that their varying
perspectives would be reflected in the essays. While subject areas were specified
in general outline, authors were invited to question divisions and propose
their own modifications. Attention was drawn to some of the implications of
our scope (for instance, that essays would need to achieve a balance appropriate
to their subject between ‘literature’ and ‘criticism’). We encouraged writers to
address recent critical and scholarly issues in their field and to indicate where
they felt new ground might be broken.

The Encyclopedia’s sections and an approximate order of subjects were
drafted at an early stage, so that most contributors wrote with an awareness
of the particular context in which their essays would be placed. As new ideas
(and some gaps) came to our attention, a few additional titles were
commissioned; some local changes in order were also made as opportunities
for creating fresh currents and tensions between neighbouring essays became
available. The rationale behind the structure, nevertheless, remains largely
unchanged. The introductory ‘keynote’ essays in Section I, lay out the
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parameters of the debate, and propose issues which reverberate throughout
the volume: what do we mean by literature now? is there a present role for
criticism? how can we describe the complex and ever-changing relationship
between these terms? Sections II-V, in external organization at least, reflect
more traditional ways of thinking about ‘English’ as a subject. The essays in
Section Il are patterned according to established ideas of ‘period’ and literary
‘movement’, though standard assumptions—including the lines of demarcation
dividing cultural eras—are always open to challenge. In the third, fourth and
fifth sections topics are assembled under the ‘genre’ headings of poetry, drama
and the novel. Authors, on the other hand, were by no means bound by
conventional categorizations, which are often questioned from within sections
and at their margins.

Much in the later sections is less familiar to a ‘literary guide’. The essays
grouped under ‘Criticism’ (Section VI) show a strong commitment to
methodologies which in the last twenty-five years have had a dramatic effect
on English studies, transforming critical approaches to literature. Our
dedication of a whole section to ‘Production and Reception’ (Section VII)
gives recognition to a fresh academic concern for the material and cultural
conditions of writing and reading, an area of activity which has significantly
altered conceptions of literary history and, indeed, of the institution of ‘English’
itself. The following section (VIII) examines literature in the context of the
history of ideas and in terms of its relations with the other arts, from painting
and music to film. It is in keeping with the idea of debate which informs the
Encyclopedia that the ‘high seriousness’ of the opening essay here should be
matched at the end by an essay on pop culture.

A similar sense of challenge is found in Section IX (‘Perspectives’), which
steps outside the limits generally set by the tradition of Anglo-American
criticism and surveys literature in English from the viewpoint of the wider
world. The final essay—“W(h)ither English?’>—is in one sense the volume’s
journey’s end, but also provides a new starting-point by questioning the very
assumptions on which the Encyclopedia is based. In its punning title the essay
seems to sum up not only the vitality of contemporary criticism but also its
diverse uncertainties and readiness to find new ways of reading literature.

Different readers will, of course, use this book in different ways. Some will
be browsing, others will want to read a specific essay. To assist readers wishing
to pursue a field of study in greater detail, authors were asked to add to their
essay a list of about twelve books or articles for ‘Further Reading’. The
reference system used throughout the volume is a version of the ‘Harvard’
method, modified to suit our requirements. Reference keys within the essays
normally give author’s name and date of publication in parenthesis—for
instance (Kermode, 1979)—which is then expanded into a full citation in
‘Further Reading’ or (when absent there) in ‘Additional Works Cited’. When
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the date of the first publication is felt to be significant, it is either worked into
the text or included within brackets in the key thus: (Burckhardt, [1860] 1944).
This means that the edition of Burckhardt cited was published in 1944, but
that the title itself first appeared in 1860. Page and volume numbers are given
in the normal way within keys.

Many people have contributed to the making of Literature and Criticism,
not least Jonathan Price of Routledge who first conceived the project. To him,
as to our authors, our thanks and gratitude. Thanks are also due to friends
who guided us on our way, including our colleagues at Cardiff, Catherine
Belsey and Stephen Copley. Finally, we are indebted to Sheila Morgan for her
tireless secretarial and administrative assistance.

Martin Coyle, Peter Garside, Malcolm Kelsall, John Peck
University of Wales, Cardiff
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LITERATURE

ROGER FOWLER

1. PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

In the field of literary studies, about which and within which I am writing,
there are many general books with titles such as What is Literature? (Jean-
Paul Sartre, [1949] 1967), Theory of Literature (René Wellek and Austin Warren,
[1948] 1963), Théorie de la littérature (Tzvetan Todorov, 1965), Literary
Theory: An Introduction (Terry Eagleton, 1983), Modern Literary Theory: A
Comparative Introduction (Ann Jefferson and David Robey, 1982). All of
these are plain, straightforward, casually worded titles, cast in the unquestioned
ordinary discourse of the field. The books themselves may interrogate such
expressions (Eagleton’s study is in a sense devoted to this critique); however,
people in this field know what the phrases mean, have an idea what kind of
books such titles indicate when they are encountered on the PN shelves of a
university library. But what are the implications of these unobtrusive phrases?
The rhetorical question “What is literature?’ takes it for granted that there is
such an entity as ‘Literature’, but implies that its identification or definition is
not entirely unproblematic; and Sartre seems to undertake to sort out some of
the problems on behalf of his reader. “Theory of Literature’ again presupposes
the existence of an entity ‘Literature’ and promises the possibility of an abstract,
systematic account of that entity, as scientists offer theories of similarly abstract,
difficult and important matters such as magnetism and photosynthesis. The
titles based on the phrase ‘literary theory’ do not necessarily commit themselves
to the existence of ‘Literature’, but they do imply an activity of theorizing
within what I have called, in my own equally casual and ordinary opening
expression, ‘the field of literary studies’. Theorizing within this area may have
various objectives, as we shall see; but the main aim has been to answer the
question “What is Literature?’ Discourses addressing this question have
traditionally been called ‘poetics’, more recently ‘theory of literature’.
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>Note that in this essay, to designate the idea of ‘high, imaginative, creative
literature,” the ‘honorific’ or ‘aesthetic’ idea of literature, I will always use the
following style of reference: ‘Literature’. The capital L is to signal that its
proponents regard it as something valued and special; the quotation marks
are to signal that I do not commit myself to the idea.

I do not think we can take for granted the implications extracted above:
namely that there exists an entity ‘Literature’; that ‘Literature’ exists but is
difficult to define; that ‘Literature’ can be pinned down by a theory which
will then remove the current problems and make future literary studies plain
sailing; that it is only a question of finding the correct theory, the correct set
of defining criteria. That is not how theory works, anyway. It is not the case
that theory recognizes a pre-existing object or concept and proceeds to
formulate the correct (or, at least, a coherent) description of that object. On
the contrary, the object or concept is in a very real sense constructed by the
theory. So ‘Literature’ is a different entity depending on what theory constructs
the concept, whether ‘it’ is theorized by Roman Jakobson, by Northrop Frye,
by Wolfgang Iser, and so on. The books by Eagleton, and by Jefferson and
Robey, and the present volume display exactly this process of different theories
constructing different entities with the same name ‘Literature’. This relativity
is entirely healthy: it shows the vitality, creativity and intellectual importance
of literary studies.

The mood of quest is poignantly reflected in the title of one modern
collection of essays, In Search of Literary Theory (Bloomfield, 1972). But the
first, and most substantial, contribution to the book, by M.H.Abrams (1972),
is a very sensible and positive treatment of theoretical pluralism. Abrams
starts with an account of the attack on literary theorizing by philosophers
such as Morris Weitz in the 1950s and 1960s (e.g. Weitz, 1964). According to
Abrams, theory’s critics maintain that questions such as ‘What is tragedy?’,
‘What is poetry?’ are ‘bogus questions’. They fallaciously presuppose some
single essence waiting to be defined. Here Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘family
resemblances’ is invoked. If we look at a corpus of poems, we see that some
resemble others in some features, others are related by different features, and
so on; just as some members of a family may have pointed noses, others may
have red hair, others large hands: no one need have all three characteristics
for the whole set to be perceived as a family. The generalization ‘family’ or
‘poetry’ is not defined by a feature or set of features possessed by all members,
but by a complex set of criss-crossing and only partly shared criteria. Abrams
parts company with the philosophers by refusing to conclude from this
(doubtless correct) position that theory is useless. He shows that different
theoreticians have asked different kinds of questions concerning the texts
about which they have generalized, and have achieved different, and
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permanently valuable, insights, constructing between them a set of operative
analytic tools. What is wrong with theory is simply the delusion that there
exists, waiting to be discovered, some single essence to ‘Literature’.

What, then, can we take for granted? What facts and premises are there
which will advance theoretical work in literary studies? The answers to these
questions will still be relative to one’s own approach, and the initial
propositions I offer reflect my interests in linguistic criticism, text and discourse
analysis, and sociolinguistics.

2. INITIAL PREMISES

(i) Criteria and values of ‘Literature’ in modern critical discourse

In English criticism, the aesthetic sense of ‘Literature’ was firmly established
only in the nineteenth century, and was closely linked with the nationalistic
sense of ‘English literature’. In the twentieth century, there have been
innumerable aesthetic and critical theories devoted to explaining and
developing this sense of the term, applying it to the description of texts, authors,
periods, movements. There are also theories which dispute the concept of
‘Literature’ or which treat ‘Literature’ as a socio-cultural or political construct,
to be described and analysed as such. However, for most students of literature,
the concept of ‘Literature’ is a given idea, something agreed by common sense.
In section 5 of this essay I will examine some typical discourses of two major
critical schools, New Criticism and Formalism/Structuralism, bringing to the
surface some of the usual values and criteria which modern critics attach to
the concept of ‘Literature’.

(ii) Critical procedures and topics

Like the concept ‘Literature’, the procedures and interests of critics are open
for inspection and for development. Critics are concerned with such matters
as myth, genre, metaphor, point of view, language and consciousness,
verisimilitude, coherence, which are not necessarily dependent on assumptions
about an entity ‘Literature’. All of the topics I have just instanced are also of
importance to students of texts which would not normally be included in
‘Literature’. It is highly likely that progress in understanding these matters
would be facilitated if we removed the complication of ‘literary’ status.

(iii) A literature as a corpus

If we speak of ‘English literature’ or ‘Spanish literature’, there is no difficulty
about knowing what these expressions refer to, no mystery about the term.

S
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English literature is a corpus of past and contemporary texts which can be
enumerated: Caedmon’s Hymn...Piers Plowman...King Lear...Absalom and
Achitophel... Tristram Shandy...In Memoriam...The Rainbow...Lucky
Jim...Under Milk Wood...Midnight’s Children... Whale Nation.... Note that
English or Spanish literature is not only a corpus, it is also a canon: a normative
set of texts embodying and exemplifying certain values (cf. (v), (vi), below).

(iv) ‘“Text’

Whatever else some item from the literature might be, or might be categorized
as, it is essentially a text. There is a loose sense of ‘text’ in literary criticism,
where it means little more than ‘the words on the page’ with contextual,
historical and other aspects supposedly filtered out. In linguistics, ‘text’ can
be given a specific, and rich, technical definition; and a linguistic definition
gives the critic access to a range of clear concepts and tried working procedures
which can be fed back into critical practice. A main feature of my treatment
of ‘text’ is that I stress its origin and role in discourses present in society.

(v) Social positioning of a literature

A corpus such as English literature has objective and describable social, cultural,
economic and institutional positionings and links. For example, a literature
has determinate relationships with the publishing industry, with other media,
with education. To expand somewhat on the latter point, people are employed
in schools and colleges to teach English literature, and what is taught is publicly
examined by inviting comment on a canon of ‘set texts’. The teaching of a
national literature is a social practice which presumably has some conscious
or unconscious ideological function. It is beyond my scope to pursue this
analysis, but it is clear that the social and ideological function of ‘Literature’
could be accessed by analysing the institutions which are involved in its use
(see, for example, Eagleton, 1976; Widdowson, 1982; Williams, 1981).

(vi) Ideology in a literature and the ideology of ‘Literature’

Because a corpus of texts is handled in relation to social institutions, it is
intersubjectively valid for the people in the relevant society, and the most
important consequence of this intersubjective validity is that the literature is
experienced in terms of the beliefs and values of the society; it is ideologically
impregnated by its social positioning. The meanings of texts are constructed
by the discourses of critics and teachers who, as we have seen, are socially
positioned. Similarly with the abstract category ‘Literature’ for which theory
searches. The need to have a privileged category ‘Literature’ is probably a
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condition of modern society, and this need is supplied by the discourses of
critics and theoreticians, continuously articulating norms and values which
create the imagined general concept.

(vii) ‘Literature’ as a word

Although ‘Literature’ as a concept has not been theorized to everyone’s
agreement, it is a fact that literature is an English word with a known
etymology, with cognates in most European languages, and with a well
documented semantic history. So, below, I will begin my analysis with a
synopsis of the changing usage of the term. This analysis leads to some
comments on the use of the term in modern critical discourse.

3. THE HISTORY OF THE WORD ‘LITERATURE’ IN
ENGLISH

‘Poetics’ or ‘theory of Literature’ is documented as far back as the Greek
philosopher Plato (c. 427-347 BC). The basic terms to which, for over two
thousand years, theoretical discussion was attached, were ‘poet’ and ‘poetry’,
irrespective of genre or metrical form. The words ‘literature’, ‘littérature’,
‘letteratura’ and ‘Literatur’ have come to occupy the space of ‘poetry’ only
within the last two centuries (see Wellek, 1970; Williams, 1976). The following
two sets of dictionary definitions show to some extent, first, modern usage,
and second, the route to that usage:

literature, 1. written material such as poetry, novels, essays, etc., esp. works of
imagination characterized by excellence of style and expression and by themes
of general or enduring interest. 2. the body of written work of a particular
culture or people: Scandinavian literature. 3. written or printed matter of a
particular type or on a particular subject: scientific literature; the literature of
the violin. 4. printed material giving a particular type of information: sales
literature. 5. the art or profession of a writer. 6. Obsolete. Learning.

(Collins Dictionary of the English Language, 1986)

literature. 1. Acquaintance with ‘letters’ or books; polite or humane learning;
literary culture. Now rare and obsolescent. 2. Literary work or production; the
activity or profession of a man of letters; the realm of letters. 3a. Literary
productions as a whole; the body of writings produced in a particular country
or period, or in the world in general. Now also in a more restricted sense,
applied to writing which has claim to consideration on the ground of beauty of
form or emotional effect, b. The body of books and writings that treat of a
particular subject. c. collog. Printed matter of any kind.

(Oxford English Dictionary, Compact Edition, 1971)
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In English, the word ‘literature’ goes back to the fourteenth century; but the
aesthetic sense of ‘Literature’ is basically a usage of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. From the late Middle ages to the eighteenth century, ‘literature’
was predominantly an intellectual property of a person: knowledge of letters,
books and languages; a property usually applauded (Collins sense 6, OED 1).
The OED’s quotations include Skelton (1529) ‘T know your vertu and your
lytterature’, Johnson (Life of Milton, 1780) ‘His literature was unquestionably
great. He read all the languages which are considered either as learned or
polite.” The early usages of the term refer broadly to all book-learning, without
the modern specialization to ‘imaginative, creative “Literature”. But the
‘literate’ or ‘literary’ person was privileged, uncommon: necessarily so, since
the ability to read, and access to books, were restricted to social and economic
élites. And of course the new printed book was itself an élite object. Many of
the OED’s quotations show the terms ‘literature’, ‘literate’ and ‘literary’ being
used as compliments. There is an element of social judgement, explicit in a
striking comment by Bradshaw (1513): “The comyn people...whiche without
lytterature and good informacyon Ben lyke to brute beestes’. By the eighteenth
century, the evaluative overtone was established: Goldsmith (1759) “literary
merit’, Johnson (1773) ‘literary reputation’.

In the later eighteenth century there developed a second meaning of
‘literature’: it became not only the man-of-letters’ knowledge of books, but
also the professional writer’s occupation, the production of books (Collins 5,
OED 2). OED quotes Isaac Disraeli (1803): ‘Literature, with us, exists
independent of patronage or association.” ‘Literature’ in this sense of the
profession of writing was not specialized to the production of any particular
kind of book, certainly not necessarily ‘high’ or ‘imaginative’ ‘Literature’. But
the idea of a professional, paid, activity implies some status for the individual’s
skill, so this usage again has a potential for favourable connotation. This is
clear if we quote more fully from Johnson. The opening paragraph of his Life
of Cowley (1779; one of OED’s sources) refers to ‘an author whose pregnancy
of imagination and elegance of language have deservedly set him high in the
ranks of literature’. This author is not in fact the poet Abraham Cowley, but
his previous biographer Bishop Thomas Sprat. So here Johnson speaks of
‘literature’ in the sense of ‘writing’, not of the modern ‘Literature’. But the
context of Johnson’s own language is suggestive: ‘elegance’, ‘imagination’,
‘ranks’ connote for the modern reader the style of literary criticism or
reviewing, and this sort of linguistic context would be receptive to the modern
notion of ‘Literature’, which was to emerge in the next century.

A further semantic shift paved the way. The original sense, book-learning,
the knowledge of the literate or polite reader, faded. ‘Literature’ as profession
remained, though ‘writer’, ‘author’ and ‘writing” became common terms within
the area of production in the eighteenth century, and especially in the period
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of Romanticism with its stress on the activity of the poet. The major change
was that the word ‘literature’ also came to mean a body of writings produced
in a particular culture or a particular period, as defined in the first sentence of
OED 3. René Wellek has shown how this sense of a national literature became
current in Italian, French, German and English in the eighteenth century; he
claims that the term ‘literature’ and its cognates underwent a simultaneous
‘nationalization’ and ‘aesthetization’ from about 1760 (Wellek, 1970, pp. 5—
8). His quotations do show that the term was beginning to appear in English
in the sense of a corpus: George Colman (1761), ‘Shakespeare and Milton
seem to stand alone, like first rate authors, amid the general wreck of old
English Literature’; Johnson (1774), ‘what is undeservedly forgotten of our
antiquated literature might be revived’. Wordsworth (‘Preface to Lyrical
Ballads’, 1800) has the new sense: ‘different eras of literature’, ‘literature and
theatrical exhibitions’; Coleridge (‘Shakespeare’s Judgment Equal to his
Genius’, ?21808) speaks of ‘polite literature’. Peacock (1820) refers
straightforwardly to ‘Greek and Roman literature’ and, more complex,
‘[Poetry] still exists without rivals in any other department of literature’ and
‘The history of Herodotus is half a poem: it was written while the whole field
of literature belonged to the Muses’ (in Adams, 1971, p. 493).

The usages ‘national’ and ‘period’ literature are very important for the
development towards the aesthetic sense of ‘Literature’; from the nineteenth
century the national and the aesthetic senses co-exist as if naturally. The point
is that a concept of ‘national literature’ is not value-free; in fact it symbolizes
sets of ideas valued or desired (alternatively, but less frequently, disliked): the
‘spirit’ of a nation or of an age. The grafting of the aesthetic on to the
nationalistic in the semantic development of the word ‘literature’ provides a
second level of justification for claims of value.

In the period of English Romanticism, the central aesthetic terms were still
‘poetry’, ‘poem’, ‘poet’ (Wordsworth, Coleridge, Peacock, Shelley). English
literature at that time was dominated by the lyric poem, and that was the
model the theorists had in mind. But there was occasionally a sense of
terminological awkwardness, the realization that ‘poetry’ was being used in
two senses—‘imaginative or creative “Literature”” and ‘metrical composition’.
The need to distinguish, to treat ‘poetry’ as a sub-part of some more inclusive
category of creative writing, can be sensed in the two last quotations from
Peacock. Wordsworth and Coleridge are at times very conscious of the problem:
see Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria, chapter 14, and Wordsworth’s grudging
footnote to the ‘Preface’: ‘T here use the word poetry (though against my own
judgement) as opposed to the word prose, and synonymous with metrical
composition’ (in Adams, 1971, p. 437). Both Wordsworth and Coleridge would
prefer to use ‘poetry’ as the general term, opposing it to ‘science’; but they are
very aware of the problem offered by new non-metrical imaginative
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writings—Coleridge refers to ‘novels and romances’ as candidates for poetic
status, and adjusts his definition so as to exclude them. Neither theorist uses
the word “literature’ in the sense of ‘Literature’.

That move comes very late in England, much later than in France. The first
English critic of major stature and influence to give the term ‘literature’ its
full modern meaning of ‘imaginative Literature’ was Matthew Arnold. The
concept is clear in “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time’ (1864): as
well as collectives such as ‘the literature of France and Germany’ and ‘English
literature’, we find a free use of phrases such as ‘great works of literature or
art’, ‘creative literary genius’, ‘the creation of a masterwork of literature’,
which show that a full transition to the aesthetic sense has been made (in
Adams, 1971, pp. 582-95). The Platonic and romantic ancestry of Arnold’s
ideas could be shown, but the discourse is that of modern criticism, enabled
by the full ‘aesthetization’ of the term ‘literature’. What remained to be done
were the construction of a canon, a list of works which counted as ‘Literature’;
the formation of a ‘common-sense’ set of assumptions about those of their
characteristics which qualified them as ‘art’; and the construction of a technical
descriptive terminology.

4. TOWARDS MODERN ENGLISH CRITICISM

The fact that I have explored the semantic history of the English word
‘literature’ in detail, and with reference to writers who are prominent in the
canon of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English literature and criticism,
indicates that I am concentrating on a particular tradition of theory and
criticism. It is an English tradition, frankly a parochial one; for France, or
Germany, or Russia, the history and the possible theoretical positions would
be different. A comparative approach might have given the impression that
‘Literature’ exists universally but is regarded, or realized, differently in different
cultures. My position is that ‘Literature’ cannot be assumed to exist; however,
the word ‘literature’ does (with cognates in other European languages), and
this word has been one instrument in a specific theorizing of the category
‘Literature’ in our culture. If ‘Literature’ is a cultural category, one has to
concentrate on a particular cultural context, and describing it from within is
bound to seem parochial. By ‘our’ culture I mean English-speaking Britain
and America, where there is a common economic organization, an integrated
publishing and reviewing industry, and very similar educational systems.
Among students and critics of literature in this culture, there is a shared
core of assumptions and procedures clustering around the idea of ‘Literature’:
for instance, that literary texts are coherent, are fictional, are of high value;
that the text itself should be studied, that the author’s intentions are irrelevant,
and so on. Such assumptions, I believe, form a basis of taken-for-granted
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‘common sense’ about ‘Literature’ for most people who have received a literary
education in this society. They may sound old-fashioned at the end of the
twentieth century, particularly in the context of contemporary approaches
described elsewhere in this and other volumes. However, on the evidence of
publishers’ catalogues, university library stocks, course reading lists, and run-
of-the-mill reviewing and academic criticism, such assumptions are still widely
current. Even practitioners of alternative approaches (e.g., linguistic, feminist,
psychoanalytic, Marxist) have constantly to take notice of more conservative
assumptions, so such writing is usually dialectical or argumentative in
procedure (for example MacCabe, 1988; Widdowson, 1982). In the next
section I will attempt to identify some of the major ‘common-sense’ ideas
about ‘Literature’ which are current.

This core of common sense was fully formed by about 1940. A full historical
account of its development and its cultural context would contain analysis of
at least four areas: (1) the incorporation of ‘English’ in the education system
both at university level and in courses for workers; (2) the argument that
English literature had an important national and spiritual role for the
population, developing Arnold’s ideas in the contexts of pessimism about
religion and of international war; (3) the fixation of English literature as a
normative canon or ‘Great Tradition’, a canonization in which F.R.Leavis
and his followers took the initiative; and (4) the growth and later dominance
of the related critical practices known as ‘Practical Criticism’ and ‘New
Criticism’ under the leadership of I.A.Richards and William Empson in
England, and R.P.Warren, Cleanth Brooks, Allen Tate and other conservatives
of the American South. These developments have been well discussed and
documented by others (see Tillyard, 1958; Palmer, 1965; Eagleton, 1983;
Baldick, 1983).

5. CHARACTERISTICS OF ‘LITERATURE’ IN MODERN
CRITICAL DISCOURSE

At the outset I indicated that we cannot assume that there exists some entity
‘Literature’ waiting for the proper definition. In fact, the plethora of
supposed defining criteria, often conflicting, that have been offered over the
past two centuries and are still in circulation today suggests that the
definition of ‘Literature’ is a fruitless quest. Many writers have demonstrated
the futility of the project (see, for example, Eagleton, 1983, chap, 1; Ellis,
1974, chap. 2; A.Fowler, 1982, chap. 1). ‘Literature’ is not a single entity
which can be defined by listing a fixed set of criteria; it is, rather, a cultural
category to which a whole range of characteristics has been attributed. It
might be better to make the category ‘literary texts’ rather than ‘Literature’,
as John M.Ellis does:
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The category of literary texts is not distinguished by defining characteristics but
by the characteristic use to which those texts are put by the community.
(1974, p. 50)

and:

texts are made into literature by the community, not by their authors.
(p- 47)

Alastair Fowler makes a similar point, with a greater precision about
terminology:

Literature should not be regarded as a class at all, but as an aggregate. It is not
what literary works have in common, but constitutes, rather, the cultural object
of which they are parts.

(1982, p. 3)

The point is that an ‘aggregate’ is a loose category, not implying any particular
internal structure, and an open category, admitting new entrants as the culture
determines. Within the culture, writers and readers have a good idea of which
are and are not the literary texts, existing and potential; and they know that
they have diverse characteristics and are regarded in a multiplicity of different
ways by the critics. This knowledge might be called ‘literary competence’: but
it is not a knowledge of some universal property of ‘Literature’, as the
structuralists claim (Culler, 19735, chap. 6); it is a highly complex and relative
cultural knowledge, acquired through experience of modes of discourse within
‘literary’ institutional settings.

Around this aggregate of texts ‘Literature’, critics weave their own discourse
of description, interpretation, evaluation. Critical discourse is again an
aggregate, containing a wide diversity of interests and of key terms. It is from
the key terms that, in the past, theoreticians have attempted to distil an essence
of ‘Literature’. It is, however, more logical simply to extract a list of
characteristics that have been predicated of texts in the aggregate ‘Literature’,
and understand how their diversity arises.

Depending on their interests, critics emphasize different sets of
characteristics in the texts they study, and these emphases are reflected in the
characteristic terms of critical discourse. Those critics who are more concerned
with narrative genres will foreground “fiction’, those specializing in verse will
stress ‘expression’ or ‘verbal patterning’; some will value ‘realism’,
‘particularity’, ‘verisimilitude’, others prefer to think of ‘Literature’ as
conveying abstract, ‘universal’ ‘truths’. Such differences are not surprising,
given the complex history of literary theory and of the cultural institution of
‘Literature’, not to mention the wide spectrum of genres and modes of discourse
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that ‘Literature’ is supposed to include. There are even contradictory
characteristics alleged of ‘Literature’. For example, ‘Literature’ is by some
supposed to promote changes in readers, purging or integrating their emotions,
whereas other critics assume that the reader’s engagement with a text is a
contemplative, dispassionate state which leaves him or her unchanged in
practical terms. The latter critic might say that the former is concerned with
‘rhetoric’, not ‘Literature’, if it came to the issue. Such contradiction would
be damaging if literary theory were a science with some prospect of, in
Saussure’s expression, defining and delimiting itself. In actuality literary theory
is not a science but a field of social activity devoted to discourse about certain
canons of texts (plays, novels, sonnets, etc., but not graffiti, shopping lists,
newspapers, etc.); criticism is discourse carried on in relation to particular
institutional contexts (schools and universities, reviews, publishing houses,
but not hospitals, Parliament, sports magazines). Differences of the kinds
mentioned, even contradictions, are not theoretically resolvable oppositions
so much as divergences of personal experience, cultural and political leaning,
as might be expected in an activity which is social rather than scientific.

In this climate of pluralism, a number of characteristics have been recurrently
attributed to texts through the long history of theorizing about ‘Poetry’ or
‘Literature’; they still constantly crop up in modern criticism and theory, and
have often been invoked as defining criteria. Considered as defining criteria, every
one of these features can be rejected as not being necessary-and-sufficient. A
characteristic such as ‘tight formal organization’ may be found in some texts (e.g.
sonnets) and not others (novels) among the category ‘Literature’; and the same
characteristic may be found in texts which are not treated as ‘Literature’ (menus,
lists of football scores). But the refutability of the criteria is of no concern if we
regard the quest for a definition of ‘Literature’ as misplaced effort. As ‘attributed
characteristics’ of texts, rather than as criteria for “Literature™’, they are of great
interest for illuminating the culture’s use of certain kinds of texts.

Wellek and Warren (1963, chap. 2) and Abrams (1965) contain accessible
reviews of attributed ‘literary’ properties. Wellek and Warren’s survey is
comprehensive, although it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between what
the authors are claiming and what they are reporting. Despite the existence of
newer theoretical works which attack the ‘New Critical’ approach, Wellek
and Warren is still an important textbook on Literature courses, and a rich
source of terminology and taken-for-granted distinctions (e.g. between
‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ criticism). Abrams’s encyclopedia article is about
theories of poetry, but it is readily applied to ‘Literature’, since general literary
theory has been dominated by poetic theory, and the source authors, from
Plato to the romantics, are the same. Abrams has the convenience of arranging
theories within a handy framework of classification; he distinguishes (pp.
640-7) four types of ‘theory of poetry’:
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1. mimetic or imitative theories, which pay attention to the relationship
between the text and the world it represents;

2. pragmatic theories, which regard the text as ‘instrumental toward achieving
certain effects in the reader’;

3. expressive theories, in which ‘the poet moves into the center of the scheme
and himself becomes the prime generator of the subject matter, attributes,
and values of a poem’;

4. objective theories, which focus attention on ‘the text itself’, minimizing or
excluding the other three dimensions.

This was drawn up as a historical scheme, the four types of theory succeeding
one another, from Greek antiquity through to the eighteenth century (mimetic
yielding to pragmatic), from Romanticism (expressive) through to the twentieth
century (objective). In fact, traces of all four theories remain in modern criticism
and theory: modern criticism, even ‘practical criticism’, is by no means just
‘objective’. In order to show this modern heterogeneity, the scheme can be
adapted to work synchronically. Abrams’s scheme isolates four components
of ‘poetic’ communication—in his terms, (1) ‘external world’; (2) ‘audience’;
(3) ‘poet’; and (4) ‘poem’—and classifies theories according to which
component is given most attention (it is of course a matter of degree). The
scheme is similar to Jakobson’s famous analysis of the six ‘constitutive factors
in any speech event’ designed to identify six functions of language, including
the “‘poetic function’ (1960, p. 353). It will be convenient to substitute some
more neutral terms and to change the sequence of exposition: (i) ‘world’; (ii)
‘writer’; (iii) ‘reader’; and (iv) ‘text’. We can then group modern critics’
proposed or presupposed characteristics of ‘Literature’ according as they make
reference to the four components.

>I have chosen to use Abrams’s scheme, based on very traditional and simple
literary categories, because these categories facilitate the linking of my account
with its sources. Any attempt at a proper theoretical elucidation of the concepts
involved would require a much more sopbhisticated framework, and one drawn
from some other field than existing literary theory so that the metalanguage
would not tautologously duplicate the object language. There are a number
of promising frameworks available in linguistics, sociolinguistics and text
grammar, e.g. Jakobson (1960); Hymes (1972); Halliday (1978); de
Beaugrande and Dressler (1981). My own preference is for a developed
Hallidayan model.

A particular “critical position’ is likely to be defined by a cluster of features
drawn from more than one of the four areas, but let us consider each separately.
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(1) World

Since classical times, it has been held that ‘Literature’ is a form of discourse
which has a special and important relationship with the world, although the
nature of that relationship has shifted in different periods of theory. ‘Mimetic’
theories foreground the notion of ‘imitation’ of a world, and seem to
presuppose a belief in an already existing world. Such a belief is overt only
rarely, for example in defence of documentary or naturalist preferences in the
novel. More generally, theorists and critics have tended to interpret mimesis
as a constructive process in which an appearance of reality is created or a
universal interpretation of reality is formed. A typical move is to contrast
‘poetic’ or ‘literary’ language with ‘scientific’ or ‘referential’ language in regard
to the kind of reference the text makes:

The centre of literary art is obviously to be found in the traditional genres of the
lyric, the epic, the drama. In all of them, the reference is to a world of fiction, of
imagination. The statements in a novel, in a poem, or in a drama are not literally
true; they are not logical propositions. There is a central and important difference
between a statement, even in a historical novel or a novel by Balzac which
seems to convey ‘information’ about actual happenings, and the same
information appearing in a book of history or sociology.

(Wellek and Warren, 1963, p. 125)

The key terms are “fiction’ and ‘imagination’, apparently used synonymously.
This is only one sense of the term ‘imagination’, and means the exercise of an
inventive or creative power to give the illusion of a possible but not actual
world, a world which may even be an enhancement of the ‘real world’. This
view of poetic invention received its classic formulation in Sir Philip Sidney’s
Apologie for Poetrie (1595): even Wellek and Warren’s semantic distinction
between fictional and historical statements harks back to Sidney’s ‘the poet...
nothing affirmeth, and therefore never lieth’.

If a fictional text does not represent an actual world, it may construct an
illusion of one with exceptional vividness, particularity, detail—qualities that
are much admired by critics and reviewers today. For example, in the Sunday
Times ‘Books’ section, 9 October 1988, apropos three novelists and a poet
(Larkin), we find: ‘Her descriptive powers alone mark her as a novelist of
outstanding ability’, ‘sparkling powers of description’, ‘the novel evokes well
1950s social detail’, ‘a sure and detailed reality’. The illusion of particularity is
‘verisimilitude’, and most critics are aware that it needs cautious handling. If a
text is perceived to cling to a particular social or historical milieu, it becomes
difficult to square with the claim of permanence or universality which is often
made for literary texts. The usual way out is to modify the argument in the
direction of ‘typicality’: that which is vividly evoked is an exemplar of a species,
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and therefore amenable to the illustration of universal laws or general truths.
This, according to the apologists for ‘Literature’, is how ‘Literature’ conveys
“Truth’ even though its texts supposedly do not consist of logical propositions
with truth-values. The source for this argument is Dr Johnson, and the dialectic
of general-in-particular is still a preoccupation of modern critics.

>The traditional insistence on a sharp distinction between ‘fictional’ and ‘non-
fictional’ texts as a criterion for ‘literary’ versus ‘non-literary’ is one of the most
troublesome claims of literary theory. To say that a literary text is fictional’,
i.e. non-referential, conveying no separately evidenced reality, is to render the
text inaccessible to rational analysis (the problem of inaccessibility is
compounded by the claim of ‘autonomy’—see (iv) below). From the point of
view of text-linguistics, the distinction is unnecessary. It would generally be
beld that all texts are ‘constructive’ or ‘constitutive’: that representation through
language is a constructive process in which a version of a possible world is
shaped by the structure and the semiotic properties of the medium. There is of
course a philosophical distinction, a distinction of reference, to be drawn between
the world created in a novel and the world reported in a newspaper; but as far
as textual semantics is concerned, ‘create’ and ‘report’ are the same. A news
story is just as much a creation of discourse as is a ‘literary’ short story with
imagined characters and narrative etc. (I am referring to news stories about
real events, not the fantasies indulged by the tabloids!) Three areas of linguistics
are currently being developed which help us understand the constructive nature
of discourse in representation. First, there is an approach drawing on cognitive
psychology and cognitive semantics which seeks to explain the building of a
textual world, an intersubjective structure of concepts and relationships, in
terms of ‘schemata’ (‘frames’, ‘scripts’, ‘prototypes’, etc.) which are fields of
knowledge shared by producers and consumers of texts and which are made
accessible to the reader through linguistic cues (de Beaugrande and Dressler,
1981, chap. S). Second, related to the analysis of schemata is the study of
‘inferencing’: the interpretation of texts in terms of world-knowledge, systems
of beliefs about the world (Downes, 1984, chap. 9; Brown and Yule, 1983).
Third, functional linguistics (Halliday, 1985) provides analytic tools for studying
how the perspective from which a textual world is regarded is shaped by linguistic
choices inwhat Halliday calls the “ideational’ function of language (see Halliday,
1971, 1978; Fowler, 1977, 1986 on ‘mind-style’).

(1) Writer

For literary theory and criticism up to the era of structuralism and post-
structuralism, it was of overwhelming importance that the text was written by,
or originated with, an identifiable individual. Despite denials in contemporary
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theory, this preoccupation is still popular today. Where such an individual is
not recoverable, we still speak as if he or she existed: ‘the Beowulf poet’. The
writer is accorded great status, and designated with the special term ‘author’ or
‘poet’—the latter used in general theoretical discussions or apologias for
‘Literature’, regardless of genre or metrical form. The author is an authority,
having something permanently valuable to say (cf. “Truth’ above): ‘literary’
authors have been regarded as philosophers, seers, sages; the strongest claims
in this line were made by Shelley (Defence of Poetry, 1821):

But poets...are not only the authors of language and of music, of the dance,
and architecture, and statuary, and painting; they are the institutors of laws,
and the founders of civil society, and the inventors of the arts of life, and the
teachers who draw into a certain propinquity with the beautiful and the true
that partial apprehension of the agencies of the invisible world which is called
religion.... Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.

(in Adams, 1971, p. 500)

They derive these powers either from divine inspiration (‘Muses’) which
transforms their nature, putting them in a ‘frenzy’ (Shakespeare), a superhuman
state in which they perceive and interpret the world with a clarity beyond ‘our’
powers; or by special gifts or skills. Authors and poets may be credited with
unusual quantities of wisdom, insight, or personal qualities such as compassion,
generosity, leadership—see Wordsworth, ‘a man...endowed with more lively
sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of
human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common
among mankind’ (in Adams, 1971, p. 437). They may be said to be ‘creative’ or
‘imaginative’ in the sense of ‘inventive’, able to think up new possible worlds or
fictions. Or there is Coleridge’s definition of ‘imagination’, ‘that synthetic and
magical power...[which] reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite
and discordant qualities...blends and harmonises the natural and the artificial’
(in Adams, 1971, p. 471). This idea has had a great influence in directing the
New Critics’ attention to properties of unity and tension in texts.

As Abrams notes, Romanticism brought the subjectivity of the poet to the
centre of critical and theoretical attention. Personal expression became the goal,
not only for content, Wordsworth’s ‘spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’,
but also for style, the achievement of a recognizable ‘personal voice’, a quality
still stressed by reviewers and by stylistic analysts though generally played down
by academic critics. A review of Philip Larkin’s Collected Poems gives a typical
formulation: ‘a poetry of dry, occasionally sour, utterly distinctive plain-speaking,
a voice neither simple nor great’ (Sunday Times, 9 October 1988).

Among poets, T.S.Eliot (1917) dissented from the ‘expressive’ theory,
affirming rather the impersonality of poetic composition: ‘The progress of an
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artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality’ (in
Adams, 1971, p. 785). ‘New Criticism’ argued that no attention should be
given to the person of the author; by the act of writing, writers write themselves
out of the texts and neither their personality nor their intentions are relevant
to criticism (see Wimsatt, 1954). Attention should rather be given to
craftsmanship at the level of the text, ‘the work itself’; and an even more
radical banishment of the author is effected in the post-structuralist theory of
Barthes and of Foucault (1979). However, a need for, and a high regard for,
the ‘author’ persists in popular thinking about ‘Literature’ and in reviewing.

>The displacement of the author in post-structuralism is an attack on an ideology
of higher knowledge and power, and on the notion of individual ownership of
texts and meanings. Granting those arguments, it seems still to be desirable to
retain the term ‘writer’ for someone who engages in the practice of textual
production. Writers can then be described in terms of their various cultural,
institutional and economic situations: what publishers publish them, what media
they use, what associations they belong to, how they are paid and/or otherwise
employed. (Similar questions can be asked about readers.) The circumstances
of linguistic practice determine the modes of discourse, and therefore the ranges
of meaning, available to speakers and writers; this is a commonplace assumption
in the ethnography of communication (see, for example, Bauman and Sherzer,
1974; Gumperz and Hymes, 1972), and is implicit in materialist analyses of
textual production and consumption (see Eagleton, 1976). A radical claim of
linguistics which may belp us understand the situation of writer, text and context
is that discourses and their significances pre-exist the act of writing; the writer
may choose the words and structures, but communication takes place only
because they are already impregnated with social meanings. It is in this sense
that we can say that writers, like any communicating subjects, are semiotically
constituted by their texts, and it is in this way that textual illusions such as the
‘implied author’ (Booth, 1961) are constructed for the reader.

(iii) Reader

An awareness of and respect for an ‘author’ who controls the text of the
‘work’ correlatively implies an inferior and inactive reader, a passive reader
who is acted upon by the work. Apologists for ‘Literature’ take their cue from
Horace’s dictum that poetry is ‘dulce et utile’, sweet and useful; ‘Literature’
has the dual goal to ‘delight’ and ‘instruct’ the reader. The key term for the
first half of the conjunction is ‘pleasure’, defined variously: it could be a feeling
of the sublime, the relief of a cathartic purging of violent feelings, a
harmonization of impulses (Richards, 1924), even just an agreeable feeling of
admiration for the poet’s skill: in the review of Larkin mentioned above,
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‘pleasure’ is used four times in that sense in quick succession—*‘the pleasure
of alliteration’ and so on. In more ‘aesthetic’ theories, pleasure is more
distanced, contemplative, static: Wellek and Warren call it ‘non-acquisitive
contemplation’ (1963, p. 32).

According to the second half of the Horatian stipulation, ‘Literature’ has
the useful function of instructing the reader; Wellek and Warren express it
thus: ‘literary language. .. wants to influence the attitudes of the reader, persuade
him, and ultimately change him’ (1963, p. 23). The problem with this is that
‘Literature’ becomes hard to distinguish from propaganda and rhetoric. Wellek
and Warren struggle with this difficulty for two or three pages; and their
qualification that ‘Genuine poetry affects us more subtly’ (p. 24) hardly solves
it, though it does, interestingly, give a feeling of a covert ideological purpose
in ‘Literature’. Not that such a purpose is necessarily covert. There is a quite
open, confident, didactic tradition in English and American claims for the
moral and the cultivating powers of ‘Literature’, what I would call a genteel
anti-materialist tradition. Its origins lie in Victorian pessimism about religion,
science, and ‘the progressive vulgarization of English middle-class culture’
(Wimsatt and Brooks, 1967, p. 440). The epigram for believers in the moral
and civilizing qualities of ‘Literature’ was provided by Arnold in 1880:

More and more mankind will discover that we have to turn to poetry to interpret
life for us, to console us, to sustain us. Without poetry, our science will appear
incomplete; and most of what now passes with us for religion and philosophy
will be replaced by poetry.

(in Adams, 1971, p. 596)

‘Literature’, with other ‘art’ forms, came to be treated as a cultural and moral
force in the twentieth century, institutionalized as canons of books whose
textual worlds were to be emulated, teaching humane and dignified values, a
counter-balance to philistinism.

A different view of the relationship between ‘Literature’ and readers is argued
by Russian Formalism. In formalism the text is the central focus, but the theory
of ‘defamiliarization’ can be regarded as a psychological theory about reading
and perception. Viktor Shklovsky ([1917] 19635) argued that in ordinary life
perception is dulled, habituated; art, by making language strange, making reading
difficult, forces the reader to discard the veil of common sense and see the world
in a new light. The theory of defamiliarization treats the reader as an active and
responsible percipient, not as a passive absorber of values or a mere reactor.

>One of the most important moves in recent theory and criticism has been to
attribute to the reader a much more prominent and active role than was
traditionally allowed: there is for example a school of ‘reception theory’ giving
the reader a central place in the construction of the text (see Holub, 1984).
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Roland Barthes provides a typically provocative epigram for the belief of a
whole range of contemporary approaches: ‘in the text, only the reader speaks’
(1975, p. 151). The meanings of the text are realized or constituted by readers,
on the basis of their knowledge of the semiotic codes which the culture makes
available for texts to signify, and on the basis of their background knowledge
of the world, and their beliefs, which allow the realization of references, and
inferencing. Now, as with any communication, there is never a complete
matching of codes and knowledge between participants; in the case of literary
texts, the gap between writer and reader may be very wide because of the
practice of preserving and valuing highly texts which are historically and
culturally distant from the situation of the modern reader. Literary education
provides tutored experience of a range of modes of discourse within a canon,
with guidance on the cues (topoi, figures, techniques, conventions) which
make significances accessible. (This is not essentially different from the ordinary
processes of socialization into varieties of discourse which we experience and
learn from through school, work and institutional pressures as we grow up.)
If the product is ‘literary competence’, this is a resource of historically and
culturally variable knowledge, and of modes of reading; not an abstract
universal knowledge of ‘properties of “Literature” as claimed in structuralist
poetics (Culler, 1975).

No amount of literary education, or indeed textual specificity, will
completely close the gap between writer and reader, but then, that is a condition
of all communication. De Beaugrande and Dressler’s treatment of
‘informativity’ may be relevant bere. A text in which everything is transparent
to the reader is uninformative and ineffective; but when readers have to bridge
a gap, have to work to supply meanings, the text is, paradoxically, informative
and effective (de Beaugrande and Dressler, 1981, chap, 7 and passim). This
account may have some bearing on the effect of ‘defamiliarization’.

(iv) Text

It should be realized that the modern period’s theorization of ‘Literature’ as
‘text’ took place in the context of the exclusion of mimetic, pragmatic and
expressive factors, or at least of their falling into disfavour. Thus the basic
strategy of modern textual theory is the drawing of a boundary around the
text. The literary text is said to be ‘autonomous’, existing independently of its
origins in history and in the life of an individual writer, not directed to any
practical purpose nor indeed affecting the reader in any flesh-and-blood way.
Wimsatt and Beardsley’s stipulations against intention and effect (Wimsatt,
1954, pp. 3-39) express the modern theorists’ desire to limit and exclude, and
have been a powerful influence on American and English theory and criticism
from the 1950s. Similarly ‘the world’ is excluded: ‘Literature’ does not depict a
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pre-existing reality, but autonomously creates a world of its own—hence the
insistence in such textbooks as Wellek and Warren’s (1963) on “fiction’,
‘imagination’, ‘invention’. Nor does the literary text have the logical responsibility
of science, respect for the truth or falsehood of reference (Richards, 1924). The
doctrine of autonomy rejects the relevance of world, writer and reader. The
text is self-sufficient, ‘has its own life’, in Eliot’s words: the metaphor of an
organism, following Coleridge, is often appealed to, an integrated structure of
parts working to sustain its own life. More generally, the theory of autonomy is
expressed in an inward-looking, centripetal, almost narcissistic vocabulary: ‘the
poem itself’, ‘intrinsic structure’, ‘intrinsic criticism’, ‘inherent’, ‘immanent’,
‘essential’; also a reflexive rather than transitive terminology: ‘autotelic’, ‘self-
reflexive’, ‘self-focusing’, ‘self-referential’.

Saying that a literary text is ‘autonomous’ does not solve the ontological
puzzle of what kind of entity it is. But the ease with which the pronoun ‘it’ can
be deployed makes it clear that the literary text is regarded as an object of some
kind. In modern criticism the original etymology of the word ‘poesis’ is revived:
the text is regarded as a made or crafted thing, a work of art, an ‘artefact’; some
metaphorical designations apply to the literary text the concreteness of traditional
plastic arts: ‘icon’, ‘urn’, ‘monument’. It is not surprising that several approaches
to poetics stress the materiality of the literary text, the significance of the medium,
generally recognized to be language. Such approaches may be called ‘formalist’;
the most self-aware and articulate of such approaches find their ancestry in the
Russian Formalism of the 1920s (see Hawkes, 1977; Bennett, 1979; Lemon
and Reis, 19635), their fulfilment in the structuralism of the 1960s (Hawkes,
1977; Culler, 1975) and their most authoritative spokesmen in Viktor Shklovsky
([1917] 1965) Jan Mukarovsky ([1932] 1965) and Roman Jakobson (1960).
Jakobson pronounced that the ‘poetic function of language’ (i.e. that property
which makes ‘Literature’ ‘literary’) consists in “The set (Einstellung) toward the
MESSAGE as such, focus on the message for its own sake.... This function, by
promoting the palpability of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs
and objects’ (1960, p. 356). By ‘message’ Jakobson means the form of the
language of the text, phonological and graphological, syntactic and semantic,
rather than the communicated content. The focus on textual form is achieved
by a high level of structuration, parallelism, a concentration of rhetorical
techniques thickening the texture of language, ‘promoting the palpability of
signs’; in Shklovsky’s terms, ‘increasing the difficulty and length of perception’
([1917] 19635, p. 12). Derek Attridge, analysing the language of Jakobson’s
own analyses, has shown that the theory amounts basically to an intense
admiration for complexity and minuteness of structural patterning (Attridge,
1987, p. 24). Linguistic formalism therefore has much in common with the
New Criticism’s preoccupation with complexity of rhetorical structure. A related
definition of art is provided by Umberto Eco who draws attention to ‘overcoding’,
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the loading of the text with a maximum of significant adornment (Eco, 1976,
pp. 264ff.). Formalism is a baroque conception of ‘Literature’ that is bound to
privilege the lyric poem as the supreme exemplar of ‘verbal art’.

A further major feature of both formalist and New Critical conceptions of
‘Literature’ is its hypothesis of a special ‘literary language’ or ‘poetic language’
distinct from ‘ordinary language’ or ‘scientific language’. Wellek and Warren
(1963, pp. 22-6) run through the criteria in terms of which Anglo-American
theory (largely drawing on the semantic theory of . A.Richards) distinguishes
a literary or poetic use of language: it is non-referential, non-practical, non-
casual, and so on. One of Wellek and Warren’s reported criteria recalls
European or linguistic formalism: ‘Poetic language organizes, tightens, the
resources of everyday language, and sometimes does even violence to them,
in an effort to force us into awareness and attention’ (p. 24). Poetic language
is deviant from language at large, breaks the phonological, syntactic, semantic
and pragmatic rules, by devices aimed to estrange, dehabitualize, our relation
to our lives in the way proposed by Shklovsky. The textual devices involved
in estrangement have been extensively studied in linguistic stylistics. (For
example, Leech, 1969; Cluysenaar, 1976. For further discussion of ‘literary
language’ and ‘defamiliarization’, see Fowler, 1981 and 1986.)

>The partnership of formalism and linguistics has shown in what sense texts
are objective formal structures, and how we may give substance to the New
Critics’ idea of ‘the words on the page’. Texts are verbal constructs, and may
be defined as such, and described, in terms of the categories which have been
given sophisticated formulation in twentieth-century linguistics. They are
sequences of sentences, sequences which are not random but well-formed by
virtue of what Halliday and Hasan (1976) call ‘cobesive’ relationships tying
sentence to sentence. Then each sentence is a syntactic formation which is
minutely describable in terms of clauses, phrases, word-classes and morphemes,
transformations, etc. Texts are lexical structures, patterns of words drawn
from the vocabulary resource of the language. They are also semantic
constructs, sequences of propositions exhibiting relationships such as
paraphrase, tautology, contradiction, negation, entailment, presupposition,
antonymy, byponymy, and so on. Finally, at their most material level, texts
are made of sounds or letters, and may be described by phonological or
graphological analysis. All these statements about the levels of linguistic
structure, and their describability in terms of modern linguistic analysis, apply
equally to any text, whether it be ‘conversation’, ‘advertisement’, ‘poem’,
‘football commentary’, or ‘novella’. Often, characteristic patterns in the
objective linguistic structure of the text will mark it as belonging to a particular
text type or genre: for instance there is a typical metrical and rhyme scheme
for Shakespearian sonnets, and a typical vocabulary and modality for weather
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forecasts. But although individual genres may be stylistically distinguished,
there is no single linguistic criterion, or set of criteria, which distinguish(es)
all the “literary’ genres from all the ‘non-literary’ genres; those linguists who,
following Jakobson, have claimed that there are empirical linguistic criteria
for ‘Literature’, have done a disservice to text theory and textual description.
However, if that futile search is abandoned, description of the formal structure
of texts is a fundamental part of most branches of literary studies.

The immediate caveat to be entered is that texts are not simply formal
structures of language. My comments on ‘world’, ‘writer’ and ‘reader’ suggest
an alternative concept of texts as ‘social discourse’ (Fowler, 1981) or
‘communicative occurrences’ (de Beaugrande and Dressler, 1981). Text in the
strictly linguistic sense of formal patterning indicated in the previous paragraph
is only the medium of discourse; it has force and significance only when it
makes accessible to a reader knowledge, representations, beliefs and values
which the culture tacitly agrees to associate with the linguistic structures in a
given communicative context. In terms of linguistics more broadly considered,
this means that formal linguistics must be supplemented by pragmatic analysis
(Brown and Yule, 1983; Levinson, 1983). Pragmatics is usually defined as ‘the
relationship between texts and their users’, a somewhat misleadingly
dichotomous distinction, since ‘use’ ought to be integral to ‘being a text’. Roughly,
pragmatics returns to the text the notions of source and addressee, writer or
speaker, and reader or listener, each party socially situated and therefore
constituted of and constituting social significances; the parties both active in
various ways, e.g. performing speech acts, turn-taking, inferencing; the text
signifying against a rich context of background knowledge, shared information,
beliefs, commonplaces. I have no space, and no brief, to elaborate this theory
here. In any case, it is a theory of text and discourse, not a theory of ‘Literature’.

6. FINAL REMARKS

‘Literature’ is classically regarded as a distinct and highly valuable entity, but
no literary theorist or aesthetician has succeeded in defining ‘it’ satisfactorily;
in my view the pursuit of ‘Literature’ into innumerable dead ends is a waste
of intellectual energy. This is not to reject the importance of the notion, or of
the social values assigned to it. On the contrary, ‘Literature’ is a major social
force. I would like to refer to just one example. As I write this piece, the
British government is busy standardizing the content of school education by
establishing a compulsory range of core curriculum subjects, including English.
The consultative document English for Ages 5 to 11 (Cox, 1988) has a chapter
‘Literature’ arguing various reasons for the importance of literary texts in
children’s lives, and for the importance of literary studies from the earliest
stages of schooling. Of course, I would heartily agree. My point is not to be
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destructive, but simply to observe that a document such as English for Ages 5
to 11 provides wonderful evidence for the use of the term °‘literature’ in
contemporary discourse. You may know a term by the company it keeps.
Phrases such as ‘the best imaginative literature’ and ‘the value of literature in
personal life and development’ (Cox, 1988, p. 27) show the persistence of the
traditional values; and the instrumentality, the social role envisaged by the
committee which produced the report, is quite evident to anyone who cares
to analyse the context of educational/political practice.

The processes and values involved are easier to understand if one drops
‘Literature’ and simply talks about literary texts, their structures and their
many roles in social practice. Such a simplification would surely also help
literary education in schools, and advanced literary studies among specialists,
by replacing mysterious notions like ‘imagination’ and ‘art’ with operable
analytic concepts and tools. I have recommended technical tools drawn from
text linguistics; other ranges of analytic and theoretical ideas will be
characterized elsewhere in this book, hopefully leading to an overall
demystification of literary studies.
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CHRISTOPHER NORRIS

INTRODUCTION

It seems to me that a good way of grasping what is involved in recent literary-
critical debates is to go right back to one of their major sources in Spinoza’s
Theologico-Political Treatise (1670). This work raises all the relevant issues
and does so, moreover, in a context of highly charged political and ideological
argument which resembles our own at numerous points. These include (1)
the question of interpretative truth, or whether literature provides any kind
of veridical knowledge, as distinct from its purely aesthetic or imaginative
yield; (2) the relation between scriptural exegesis and secular literary criticism,
a theme taken up from Spinoza by Matthew Arnold ([1865] 1973) and Frank
Kermode (1979), among others; (3) the status of narrative understanding vis-
a-vis philosophy, history and political theory; and (4) the extent to which
these other disciplines may themselves be affected by bringing them into contact
with certain techniques of rhetorical close-reading, techniques most familiar
to students of literature. I shall also—towards the end—have something to
say about the case of Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses (1988),
since the attack on Rushdie by religious fundamentalists bears a striking
resemblance to Spinoza’s treatment at the hands of orthodox thinkers,
Christian and Jewish alike. (For the record: he was excommunicated by the
Synagogue at Amsterdam in 1656 and his writings thereafter condemned and
vilified as atheist impostures, ‘forged in Hell by a renegade Jew and the devil’.)

It is one main argument of this essay that literary criticism has developed
historically alongside the efforts of Enlightenment thought to combat the forces
of religious prejudice, unreason and dogma. Critical theory—the handiest cover-
term for a range of competing schools and ideas—could scarcely have emerged
in anything like its current form without this background history of brave
endeavour on the part of Spinoza and other such liberalizing thinkers. And it is
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all the more important to bear these facts in mind at a time when Enlightenment
values are again under attack, not only from the religiousfundamentalist quarter
but also from various ‘postmodernist’ gurus who reject the whole legacy of
critical reason as just another species of what Nietzche diagnosed as the will-
to-power masquerading as pure, disinterested truth (see Norris, 1988). Since
space is limited I shall often cross-refer to other topics discussed in this volume
(e.g. hermeneutics, New Historicism, deconstruction, post-structuralism, Marxist
criticism etc.) in the hope that readers will have time and inclination to follow
them up. This chapter is—as should be evident enough by now—no dispassionate
survey of the current literary-critical scene but a polemical piece which interprets
that scene to its own argumentative ends. Nevertheless I would also want to
claim that these are the most important issues in present-day criticism and that
they are best understood by way of a jointly historical and theoretical approach
inspired by Spinoza’s pioneering work.

SCRIPTURAL HERMENEUTICS AND SECULAR CRITIQUE

Frank Kermode offers a lead for such reflections in his book The Genesis of
Secrecy (1979), a study of the various hermeneutic methods brought to bear
upon religious and secular texts. What chiefly interests Kermode—writing
from the standpoint of a professed ‘outsider’, one for whom the sense of
scripture cannot be a matter of revealed or self-evident truth—is the constant
dialogue between orthodox readings and those that admit some degree of
interpretative licence, some novel understanding more keenly responsive to
the pressures of social or doctrinal change. At such moments there occurs a
kind of paradigm-shift, a swerve from the ‘literal’ (i.e. the received or canonical)
reading of a text to one that more knowingly accommodates scripture to the
needs of present understanding. And the result of this process is to generate
narrative ‘secrets’, or meanings of an occult, arcane or specialized nature that
reveal themselves only to readers in possession of the requisite hermeneutic
skills. Tt is precisely through this interplay of literal and figurative readings
that the texts of tradition (whether sacred or secular) continue to provoke
debate among adherents to various creeds and ideologies. Such is indeed the
character of the ‘classic’, as Kermode defines it: a work whose meaning is
perpetually open to acts of interpretative revision, so that no single reading—
orthodox or otherwise—can possibly exhaust its manifold signifying potential
(see Kermode, 1975). If the orthodox version lays claim to #ruth through
divine inspiration or self-authorizing warrant, the rival account can always
challenge that authority by affording the pleasure of a privileged access to
meanings (or subtleties of hermeneutic insight) that necessarily elude the self-
appointed guardians of mainstream orthodox tradition.

And so it has come about, according to Kermode, that techniques originally
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devised by biblical scholars—often with the purpose of reconciling variant truth-
claims—have now migrated into the field of secular literary studies, giving rise
to the numerous competing schools of present-day critical theory. These parallels
are perhaps most striking in the discourse of French post-structuralism, a poetics
that attaches maximum value to the notions of plural meaning, creative
misprision, ‘intertextuality’, or reading as a process of transformative engagement
with codes and conventions beyond the grasp of any orthodox interpretative
method (see especially Barthes, 1975, 1976). For Kermode, such ideas are best
understood as a secularized version of the approach adopted by biblical scholars
when they read some passage from the Gospels as “fulfilling’ an obscure Old
Testament prophecy, or when they treat the latter as in some sense prefiguring
the advent of revealed Christian truth. What occurs in these transactions is a
complex process of typological adjustment where reading is at once constrained
by the codes of some existing ‘interpretative community’, and allowed sufficient
scope to negotiate the gap between past and present modes of understanding
(see Charity, 1966). In periods of relative stability there will emerge a prevailing
doctrinal consensus which sets the basic terms for debate and effectively excludes
any marginal or deviant reading. At other times—epochs of religious or political
upheaval—this consensus will often break down to the point where all manner
of novel interpretations arise and the ground-rules are changed to accommodate
the readings, rather than the other way around.

Kermode’s main point is that we cannot understand the dynamics of tradition
(or canon-formation) without taking stock of these constant shifts in the balance
of power between orthodox and unorthodox modes of understanding. Thus
‘the story of modern biblical exegesis’, he writes, ‘tends to confirm the view
that it takes a powerful mind to attend to what is written at the expense of
what it is written about’ (Kermode, 1979, p. 119). Spinoza’s contribution was
to make this possible by severing the hitherto sacrosanct tie between textual
meaning and revealed truth, thus leaving criticism free to pursue its enquiries
without interference from the authorized custodians of scriptural tradition:

The Bible, he held...is of divine origin, but it is accommodated to human
understanding, which may ascertain its meanings, but must not confound them
with truths. ‘It is one thing to understand the meaning of Scripture, and quite
another to understand the actual truth.” Five centuries of Jewish interpretative
rationalism stood behind Spinoza; but he was addressing the problems of his
own day, and saw that the confusion of meaning and truth might result in the
suppression of religious liberty. His pious book seemed blasphemous in 1670,
so powerful is the atavistic preference for truth over meaning.

(p. 119)

This is certainly one reason for Spinoza’s notoriety among Christian and Jewish
believers alike. But when Kermode equates ‘truth’ with revealed religious
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truth—God’s word vouchsafed to the elect through a species of privileged
hermeneutic insight—he overlooks that other kind of truth that Spinoza regards
as the highest object of all philosophical enquiry, and which offers the only
reliable means to criticize erroneous habits of belief. Thus in the sentence that
he cites from Spinoza in the passage above Kermode seems not to recognize
the crucial ambivalence that inhabits this term. On the one hand ‘truth’ is the
presumptive warrant that authorizes mainstream exegetes (clerics and
commentators) to impose their own interpretation of scripture as possessing
divine warrant. On the other, it signifies the capacity of reason to examine
such claims, whatever their source, and determine whether or not they meet
the required standard of truthful (adequate) ideas. For otherwise there could
be no grounds of appeal against those various forms of prejudice, dogmatism
or unthinking doctrinal adherence that all too often result—in Spinoza’s view—
from the confusion between meaning and truth.

This helps to explain what several commentators have noted about
Kermode’s work since The Genesis of Secrecy: namely, his tendency to vacillate
on the question of just how far readings are determined by the pressures of
institutional control, or the resistance to change exerted by prevalent modes
of consensus thinking. Very often this criticism is couched in ideological terms,
as a doubt concerning Kermode’s even-handedness—his studied ambivalence,
as some would have it—between an interest in the more advanced or radical
forms of post-structuralist theory and a lingering attachment to tradition,
continuity and the status of ‘the classic’ as a means of transcending these
otherwise awkward antinomies (see Arac, 1987). One could just as well
argue—from a sympathetic standpoint—that Kermode is engaged in a project
of revisionist theory that values texts for their plurality of meaning, or their
openness to radically new interpretations. My concern is not to adjudicate
this issue but to ask what bearing it might have on his account of Spinoza, as
summarized above. And it is significant here that Kermode’s re-statement of
the truth/meaning distinction is one that puts ‘truth’ very firmly on the side of
authority, tradition and vested institutional power, while ‘meaning’ is aligned
with the interpreter’s freedom to challenge or transform those values, to read
texts always in light of changing historical or cultural concerns, hence to save
the ‘classic’—or the idea of ‘tradition’—from becoming a mere slogan in the
service of some closed or monological system of beliefs. Thus ‘truth’ figures
mainly as a kind of sacred preserve, a repository of values inherently resistant
to time and change. ‘Meaning’, on the other hand, is that which denies all
forms of canonical closure, all attempts to identify the interpreter’s role with
the faithful handing-down of unquestioned, self-authorizing truths.

To this extent Kermode might be thought to approximate the stance of a
‘strong revisionist’ critic such as Harold Bloom, one for whom the best, most
productive readings are those that engage—Tlike the poets before them—in an
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agonistic struggle with their source-texts (or Oedipal precursors), and which
thus lay claim to an order of imaginative insight unglimpsed by more orthodox
interpreters (see Bloom, 1973, 1976, 1982). But Kermode clearly differs with
Bloom in believing that there do exist powerful constraints upon any such
revisionist programme, among them those forms of ‘institutional control’ that
provide at least a background of consensual understanding against which to
judge these novel departures. On this point he agrees with Stanley Fish: that
criticism is a communal sense-making enterprise, one that requires some
measure of continuity (or deference to established norms), even in periods
like the present when it appears that just about every such convention is
subject to doubt and disagreement (Fish, 1979, 1989). What emerges in the
end from Kermode’s treatment of this question is a refusal—a deliberate and
principled refusal—to decide between these seeming alternatives, since both
play a necessary role in every act of commentary or criticism. And indeed,
there is no escaping this conclusion if one accepts, like Kermode, that meaning
is entirely a product of interpretative codes and conventions, a matter of
perpetual adjustment (as hermeneutic theorists would have it) between the
‘pre-understanding’ that constitutes tradition and the needs of some present
community of readers engaged in making sense of that same tradition (see
Gadamer, 1975, 1979). For it then becomes clear that any new interpretation—
any challenge to the current institutional status qguo—will have to make terms
with the existing consensus of qualified opinion, at least if it wants to gain a
hearing among readers deemed competent to judge on such questions.

Of course this predicament is by no means unique to Kermode’s way of
stating the issue. In fact it is a version of the ‘hermeneutic circle’, as described
by philosophers like Heidegger and Gadamer: the argument that all
interpretation takes place within a given cultural context of beliefs, values and
knowledge-constitutive interests which can never be fully articulated—let alone
subjected to radical critique—since they operate at a level of tacit presupposition
which alone makes it possible to exchange ideas on a basis of shared
understanding (cf. Palmer, 1969; Hoy, 1979). On this view it is strictly
inconceivable that a text could put up the kind of stubborn resistance to consensus
values—or provoke the kind of stubbornly resistant reading—that would
constitute a genuine challenge to prevailing institutional norms. There could
thus be no question of criticizing consensus-values from an alternative (more
rational or enlightened) standpoint, since this would entail the impossible claim
that thinking can achieve an order of knowledge ideally independent of the
beliefs, meanings or presuppositions that make up a given cultural ‘form of
life’. And from this line of argument it can readily be deduced—as happens
with the more conservative applications of such doctrine—that there is simply
no point in offering criticisms which will either be altogether lacking in persuasive
force (in so far as they flout all the relevant conventions), or otherwise be obliged
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to make tolerable sense on terms that have always been decided in advance by
some given interpretative community. For if thinkers like Gadamer are right—
if understanding is always and inevitably confined to the ‘hermeneutic circle’ of
tacit foreknowledge—then it is hard to conceive how-reading could break with
the currency of accepted ideas or commonsense belief.

In short, this philosophy ends up in a prison-house of its own elaborate
devising where there is no longer any role for the values of truth and falsehood,
since everything is decided by pre-emptive appeal to beliefs that hold good
for us, and which therefore operate to screen out any evidence that fails to fit
in with the prevalent consensus-view. We can now go back to that passage
from Kermode and see just what is wrong with the idea of Spinoza as having
more or less invented modern hermeneutics by severing the link between
meaning and truth. In fact Kermode himself gives reason to doubt this claim
when he recalls (midway through the same passage) that Spinoza ‘expressed
a particular dislike for the practice of distorting meaning “in order to make it
conform with some meaning already entertained”’, and furthermore that ‘he
neatly convicts his illustrious predecessor Maimonides of this offence, which
he thinks intellectually disreputable and liable to favour political
authoritarianism’ (Kermode, 1979, p. 119). For one then has to ask by what
standard precisely readings may judged as ‘distorting’ the text in accordance
with ‘some meaning already entertained’. What Spinoza has in mind when he
criticizes Maimonides (in the Theologico-Political Treatise) is the habit, among
biblical commentators, of starting out from a position of assumed authority—
an orthodox stance with regard to questions of doctrinal truth—and then
finding ever more elaborate and ingenious ways of bringing the text into line
with that initial prejudice. Hence his objection to those ‘Kabbalistic triflers’
whose stock-in-trade it is—so Spinoza argues—to produce all manner of
hermeneutic subtleties or swerves from the literal meaning of scripture while
failing to respect the most elementary rules of historical and textual scholarship.
By such means they are enabled to pass clean over any signs of resistance in
the text, any obstacles, inconsistencies or disruptions of narrative coherence
(as between the various Old and New Testament sources), that would call
their whole approach into doubt.

For Spinoza, on the contrary, the proper business of scriptural exegesis is
to apply its best efforts to the task of rational reconstruction, that is, to
explaining just how it came about—under what precise historical conditions,
what pressures of circumstance, doctrinal adherence, and so forth—that the
texts in question should so often have resorted to inadequate (i.e. ‘imaginary’)
techniques for enforcing their message. And this requires in turn that reason
be allowed full scope for the exercise of a critical hermeneutics that distances
itself equally from both major schools of interpretative thought. On the one
hand it is a matter (as Kermode well sees) of liberating commentary from
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those pre-emptive truth-claims that mistake their own de facto authority—
their orthodox standing or purely institutional warrant—for some privileged
mode of access to truth as revealed by divine inspiration to a priestly elect. To
this extent, certainly, Spinoza’s great achievement lay in his having dissociated
questions of ‘truth’ from questions of interpretative method. But he is equally
insistent—as against Kermode—that criticism cannot make a start in
challenging these false claims to truth unless it acknowledges the existence of
alternative, more enlightened or rational forms of interpretative procedure.
For otherwise thinking will indeed be trapped in an endless process of specular
self-confirmation, a ‘hermeneutic circle’ which allows texts to mean only what
they must be construed as meaning in accordance with the dictates of this or
that readerly prejudice. Such prejudice may take the form of an adherence to
orthodox canons of interpretative response which derive their authority from
law, tradition or respect for ‘truth’ as identified (mistakenly) with the sacred
word of scripture. But it can also be seen in those counter-canonical or ‘strong
revisionist’ readings which reject all appeals to authority and truth in the
name of a new-found hermeneutic freedom. For here also there is nothing to
prevent mere prejudice from making what it will of the text, this time in the
guise of a liberation-movement which merely reproduces an alternative set of
prejudicial truth-claims, meanings and values.

Spinoza is very firm in maintaining the contrary position: that truth is
what resists such encroachments of unreason by offering good argumentative
grounds for not taking scripture (or anything else) on trust, but subjecting its
claims to the tribunal of critical reason. This conviction is manifest at every
level and in every aspect of his work. It informs his writings on scriptural
exegesis through Spinoza’s insistence, first, that the texts be read with an eye
to their internal contradictions and downright absurdities—claims that are
simply unacceptable to reason—and second, that these problems should not
be set aside by appealing to divine inspiration (or the paradoxical nature of
revealed religious truth), but should rather be traced back to their source in
the socio-political conditions prevailing at the time when they were first set
down. In short, Spinoza sees absolutely no virtue in the kind of hermeneutic
subtlety that developed in the reading of biblical texts, and whose influence
has undoubtedly carried across into the practice of present-day secular literary
criticism. For there is no denying Kermode’s central claim: that this influence
may be traced in many of the privileged key-terms (ambiguity, paradox,
intertextuality, ‘revisionary ratios’ and so forth) which have characterized the
discourse of advanced critical thinking over the past fifty years and more. But
to see Spinoza as a signal precursor of these and related developments (e.g.
modern hermeneutic philosophy) is to read him with a mind more closely
attuned to such modern ideas than to anything in his own work. For it is
precisely his aim to prevent interpretation from working its sophistical mischief,
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that is to say, its capacity for inventing new pretexts, new varieties of ingenious
reader-response, in order to avoid the problems involved in making rational
sense of the scriptures.

Hence Spinoza’s sceptical attitude with regard to miracles, prophecies,
divine interventions and other such dubious items of faith, adopted—as he
argues—solely with the purpose of persuading ignorant and credulous minds,
and lacking all semblance of rational truth. Where the subtle-minded exegetes
go wrong is in attempting to reconcile these passages with the requirements
of a latter-day ‘interpretative community’, one whose members cannot (or at
any rate should not) be so easily imposed upon by suchlike persuasive
techniques. In short, ‘we may explain the words of Scripture according to our
preconceived opinions, twisting them about, reversing or completely changing
their literal sense, however plain it may be’ (Spinoza, [1670] 1884a, vol. 1, p.
117). But this approach is misguided—a source of manifold errors and
delusions—in so far as it substitutes mere ingenuity (or interpretative flair)
for the much more difficult business of analysing texts in relation to their
socio-historical conditions of production. What makes it especially dangerous
(and seductive) is the scope this method offers for new ways of reading which
appear to contest the orthodox account, but which in fact just involve some
accommodating ‘twist’—some convenient swerve from the literal sense—by
which to head off any real question as to the nature of scriptural ‘truth’ and
the interests of those who purport to expound it.

So Spinoza is quite definitely not saying—as Kermode would have him
say—that new readings must always ‘accommodate’ the old through a
harmonizing process of interpretative revision which aims to reconcile
discrepant details by shedding all illusions of ultimate validity or truth.
Certainly he seeks to liberate commentary from the kind of pre-emptive
doctrinal truth-claim that would treat scripture as a timeless repository of
divinely sanctioned commands. Interpreters who take this line are merely
demonstrating their own inability to resist the kinds of partial and self-
interested reading that have propped up various forms of priestly or
institutional control down through the ages. To be sure, Spinoza seeks to
challenge this authoritarian regime of truth by removing scripture from the
custody of those who would claim some unique, self-validating access to the
Word of God as revealed through various arcane techniques of divinatory
reading or hermeneutic exegesis. But it is precisely on account of his desire to
resist such unwarranted impositions—such manipulative strategies designed
to place power in the hands of a privileged interpretative élite—that Spinoza
argues the case for a different order of truth-claim, one that goes by way of
philological scholarship, historical criticism, the detailed comparison of biblical
source-texts, along with an analysis of social institutions, the politics of
religious belief, and what amounts to a genealogical critique of all such
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value-systems. For he sees very clearly that scriptural hermeneutics, if pursued
in isolation from these other kinds of study, must always lead back to a self-
enclosed realm of pre-emptive institutional constraints. Any resistance to
received ways of reading and thinking will therefore involve something other
and more than a ‘strong revisionist’ approach to questions of scriptural
meaning. It will have to take account of material factors—history,
circumstance, prejudice, error, contradictions in the scriptural record, and so
forth—which find no place in the hermeneutic model of textual understanding
as a circular exchange between tradition (the realm of pre-established meanings
and values) and modernity (the point where those values are harmonized
with latter-day interpretative interests).

CRITICISM, THEORY, AND THE CLAIM OF REASON

So Spinoza’s example is immensely significant in the present context of debate,
though not in quite the way that Kermode suggests. His influence has been
greatest on those thinkers (critical theorists of various persuasion) whose work
is aimed squarely ‘against interpretation’, or at any rate against the view—
widely held among literary critics—that the object of reading is somehow to
release the largest possible range of meanings from a given text or passage.
This idea can of course be traced back to Coleridge and his set-piece examples
of ‘practical criticism’ as applied to Shakespeare, Wordsworth and others
(Coleridge, [1817] 1983). But its real apotheosis comes at the point when
T.S.Eliot—in a series of canonical essays (in particular “Tradition and the
Individual Talent’ and ‘The Metaphysical Poets’)—effectively equates the
proper interests of criticism with those of close-reading or rhetorical exegesis
(see Eliot, 1964a, b). The subsequent story is familiar enough, from William
Empson’s Seven Types Of Ambiguity (1930)—where multiple meaning is taken
as the hallmark or touchstone of poetic value—to the American New Criticism,
French post-structuralism, and at least one variety of deconstruction, as
practised by literary critics for whom it offers a degree of hermeneutic freedom
denied by other, more orthodox schools (e.g. Hartman, 1980, 1981; Miller,
19835; also Leitch, 1983).

Of course it might be argued, in support of Kermode’s central claim, that
this whole complex chapter of developments grows out of—and at various
points returns to—its origin in the practice of scriptural interpretation. Thus
Eliot wrote an essay on Lancelot Andrewes, the seventeenth-century Anglican
bishop, drawing attention not only to his historical importance as a defender
of orthodox (High Church) interests, but also to the highly distinctive prose-
style of Andrewes’s sermons, in particular his technique of ‘dividing the word
of God’, or practising a form of minute textual exegesis which closely resembled
certain aspects of Eliot’s own criticism (Eliot, 1928). And at the opposite
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extreme—°‘opposite’ at least in terms of doctrinal persuasion—one finds
Geoffrey Hartman, in his recent essays, offering the example of Jewish Midrash
as a model for the kind of commentary that breaks with orthodox interpretative
constraints and ranges freely over a multitude of source-texts, analogues and
rival commentaries (see Hartman, 1980). So to this extent at least Kermode
has good warrant for his view that modern criticism derives in large part
from techniques first invented for the purpose of scriptural exegesis.

But he errs—as I have argued—in counting Spinoza among the adepts of
that same tradition. Spinoza belongs much more in company of those critics
and theorists who have held out against the dominant idea of interpretation
as the normal mode of literary-critical activity, and of multiple meaning (or
the ‘plural text’) as its most rewarding object of study. This alternative tradition
goes right back to Aristotle, with his stress in The Poetics on the virtues of an
orderly, disciplined method of approach that starts out from observed
regularities of structure in various types of text, and then proceeds inductively
to specify the rules or conventions governing that genre. The most obvious
heirs of Aristotelian thinking are those modern formalist or structuralist
movements which likewise see no virtue in producing ever more sophisticated
interpretations of individual texts, but concentrate rather on the various poetic
devices (or modes of narrative employment) that characterize literary discourse
in general (Todorov, 1977; Genette, 1979; Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). However,
there are other reasons—more germane to my argument here—why critics
should have come to view interpretation with a certain principled mistrust, a
sense that it falls in all too readily with conformist or institutionalized habits
of thought (see Culler, 1975). And I think that Kermode indicates one source
of these misgivings when he locates the point of departure for modern
hermeneutics in the severance of that link between truth and meaning which
had previously governed the practice of scriptural commentary. For it now
became possible for interpreters to claim that theirs was a wholly autonomous
activity, a practice of reading ideally unconstrained by any obligation to respect
the imperatives of reason, logic, historical scholarship, or other such ‘non-
literary’ standards of cognitive accountability. That is to say, there developed
a specialized discourse of literary-critical debate where those standards were
perceived as strictly extraneous to the structures of inwrought meaning—
ambiguity, paradox, irony and so forth—which set poetry apart from all forms
of everyday communicative language.

For the New Critics especially this became a high point of principle, a
dogma connected with the orthodox ban on readings that failed to pay close
enough attention to ‘the words on the page’, and which thus fell back into the
bad habit of invoking historical, biographical or suchlike strictly irrelevant
kinds of knowledge. Where these readings offend most gravely is in failing to
respect the difference between the mode of sui generis imaginative ‘truth’ that
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poetry is uniquely able to provide, and those other sorts of truth that involve
the application of factual or logical criteria. Hence the various ‘heresies’
anathematized by W.K.Wimsatt, the high priest and guardian of ‘old’ New
Critical orthodoxy (Wimsatt, 1954). Worst of all was the heresy of paraphrase,
since this involved the notion—an affront to their every last precept and
principle—that poetic meaning could be somehow re-stated in the simplified
form of a rational prose discourse that would have no need of devices like
irony and paradox. And behind this there loomed the yet more threatening
prospect of a criticism that would take poems seriously in the wrong way;
that would treat them as offering arguments, advancing truth-claims, or
engaging with issues beyond their proper realm of self-enclosed meaning and
value. Indeed, one could view this whole modern enterprise—in the wake of
Eliot’s pioneering essays—as a kind of elaborate cordon sanitaire, a system of
self-authorizing checks and interdictions designed to insulate poetry (or the
criticism of poetry) from any contact with history, politics, or questions of a
wider socio-cultural import.

This project discovers its best, most satisfying form in a work like Cleanth
Brooks’s The Well Wrought Urn (1947), a sequence of neatly turned
interpretative essays on poets from Donne and Marvell to Wordsworth and
Keats, each chapter leading up to the same (wholly circular) conclusion: that
all good poetry is paradoxical through and through, since paradox or its
kindred rhetorical tropes (ambiguity, irony etc.) are of the essence of poetry,
and can therefore provide an indubitable index of aesthetic worth. Very often
such judgements emerge from a reading that is by no means innocent of its
own historical bias or ideological parti pris. The most obvious example is his
chapter on Marvell’s ‘Horatian Ode: to Cromwell on his return from Ireland’,
a set-piece essay in rhetorical close-reading which takes its cue from Eliot’s
well-known remarks about the poem’s eminently ‘graceful’ and ‘civilized’
demeanour. Thus when Brooks praises the ‘Horatian Ode’ for its qualities of
ironic equipoise—its managing to sustain a finely-held balance between
Royalist and Cromwellian sympathies—one can see that he has not only
contrived to smuggle in a sizeable amount of ‘extraneous’ historical baggage,
but has also signalled his own strong preference for Marvell’s tactful way of
handling (or evading) the issue, as compared, say, with Milton’s unambiguous
commitment to a politics of radical change. It is no coincidence that Brooks’s
aesthetic criteria have this effect of valuing poetry in proportion as its rhetoric
negates, resists or disowns any kind of overt political standpoint. In fact one
could argue that this entire New Critical lexicon—‘paradox’, ‘irony’, ‘wit’,
‘balance’, ‘impersonality’ and so forth—was invented for the purpose of
elevating poets (like Donne or Marvell) whose work displayed a fine
indifference to politics, and devaluing others (like Milton or Shelley) who
espoused any kind of republican or left-wing stance. At least this would go
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some way towards explaining why Eliot, for one, mounts his case against
Milton and Shelley on technical grounds that scarcely account for the sheer
vehemence of his attack (see Eliot, 1957a, b). So when Leavis later wrote that
Milton’s ‘dislodgement’ from the canon had been accomplished with
‘remarkably little fuss’, he was speaking in the name of a critical movement—
a confidently orthodox movement—whose aversion to left-wing politics could
now be passed off as involving nothing more than a respect for poetry itself,
or the imperatives of textual close-reading (Leavis, 1952).

More recently, critics have become very aware of this alignment between
the idea of poetry as an autonomous, self-enclosed realm of meaning, and the
covert presence of a certain ‘aesthetic ideology’ that discovers its elective home
ground in precisely such a mystified rhetoric of form and value (see Graff,
1970, 1979; de Man, 1986; Sprinker, 1987). One of the earliest to make this
connection was William Empson in his book The Structure of Complex Words
(1951). By this time Empson had developed deep misgivings, not only with
regard to the American New Criticism—which he saw as promoting an
irrationalist doctrine in league with a widespread ‘Neo-Christian’ revival—
but also in respect of his own early work, since Seven Types of Ambiguity
(1930) could be taken as a virtual manifesto for just the kind of reading that
Empson now deplored. It seemed to many readers of the earlier book—
especially the passages on Donne, Herbert, Hopkins and other religious poets—
that Empson was drawing a straightforward equation between literary value
and the sheer multiplicity of meaning to be found in this or that instance. And
furthermore, his method appeared to work best with poems where ‘ambiguity’
shaded into ‘paradox’, or where the mere possibility of ‘alternative reactions
to the same piece of language’—a description roughly covering Types One to
Three—gave way to ‘full-blown states of psychological conflict’, states which
very often resulted (in Empson’s view) from a neurotic struggle with the more
sinister implications of Christian theology (Empson, [1930] 1961, pp. 192—
233). Thus if the book has any ordering principle, Empson writes, it is the
progress through stages of ‘increasing logical and psychological complication’,
to the point where ‘ambiguity’ is a term hardly adequate to convey the clash
of contradictory beliefs or value-systems (p. 184).

The most striking example is Empson’s treatment of Herbert’s “The Sacrifice’
(pp- 226-33), a passage that has also given maximum offence to critics of an
orthodox (Christian or scholarly) mind. But what Empson found so disturbing
in retrospect was the way that Seven Types had been taken up as a primer or
source-text for the kind of rhetorical close-reading that identified ‘paradox’
as the chief value and distinguishing mark of poetic language in general. For
interpreters could then go on to claim—as did the New Critics, some of them
explicitly, others through various forms of analogical transfer—that poetry
and religion were deeply akin, since both gave access to imaginative truths
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beyond the reach of mere analysis or plain-prose reason. Thus for Cleanth
Brooks it is a matter of principle—inevitably borne out in the reading—that
‘what Wordsworth wanted to say demanded his use of paradox...[and] could
only be said powerfully through paradox’ (Brooks, 1947, p. 198). Hence the
great danger, as Empson saw it, that this powerful new mode of rhetorical
exegesis would indeed take the path that Eliot had signalled in his essay on
Lancelot Andrewes. That is to say, it showed all the signs of developing into
a form of surrogate religious orthodoxy, one that came equipped with the full
apparatus of doctrinal rules and prohibitions. And then there would be nothing
to prevent it from reverting—as Eliot and some of his disciples clearly wished—
to that stage of pre-critical consensus belief when religious doctrine was the
only measure of interpretative truth, and when meaning (as revealed through
scriptural exegesis) placed absolute limits on the exercise of rational thought.

In fact the New Critics had problems with Empson, not least on account of
his anti-Christian crusade, his attitude of sturdy common-sense rationalism,
and—very much in keeping with this—his flat refusal, in Seven Types, to
treat poetic language as a privileged mode of utterance, exempt from the
usual standards of sense-making logic and consistency. One sign of his
recalcitrance in this regard was Empson’s habit of paraphrasing poems, most
often by recording multiple attempts to tease out the sense of some particular
passage, and then leaving the reader to sort them all into some kind of working
synthesis. What this method implied—in stark opposition to New Critical
doctrine—was that poetry could and should be made accountable to reason;
that its interests were continuous with those of our practical, everyday
understanding; and therefore that interpreters were merely practising a form
of high-priestly mystification when they made it such a point of principle that
poetry should not be paraphrased. All the same Empson had to recognize
that there were passages in Seven Types—notably the treatment of Herbert—
which lent themselves to a reading totally at odds with his tough-minded
rationalist stance. This was why he set out, with The Structure of Complex
Words, to develop a theory of multiple meaning that could not be annexed to
any form of religious or quasi-religious exegetical technique.

There is no room here for a detailed account of this brilliant, quirky, at
times problematic, but often superbly convincing and original book. Sufficient
to say that it develops the following theses: (1) that ‘complex words’ can best
be understood as containing verbal ‘equations’ (or structures of logico-semantic
entailment) which condense whole arguments into a single key-word, or a
sequence of such words in context: (2) that the best, most rewarding instances—
like ‘wit> and ‘sense’ in Pope’s Essay on Criticism, or ‘sense’ in a whole range
of literary works, from Measure for Measure to The Prelude and Sense and
Sensibility—will display an especially rich, complex, or problematical use of
these semantic resources; and (3) that where the method comes up against
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resistance—where the key-word in question proves wholly unamenable to
any kind of logico-semantic analysis—then here we have a case of some
irrational doctrine, some attempt to short-circuit the structures of intelligible
sense and impose what amounts to a species of irrationalist (or merely
‘rhetorical’) truth-claim. The approach tends to work best with a poem like
the Essay on Criticism, where Pope is clearly running through a whole gamut
of witty variations on the possible meanings of ‘wit” and ‘sense’, a virtuoso
performance that responds ideally to Empson’s analytical technique. Elsewhere,
as in the chapters on Wordsworth and Milton, he is obliged to admit that the
method has failed, at least to the extent that something in the poetry—some
structure of deviant equations, alogical entailment or downright ‘paradox’—
has proved resistant to any kind of truth-functional analysis. But even here,
Empson urges, it is important to see just why the analysis fails; to understand
how the poets (Wordsworth in particular) are exploiting rhetorical devices
which do, undeniably, have great persuasive force, but whose effect is none
the less dependent on our not enquiring too closely into their modes of semantic
operation.

In this respect he takes something like the line of argument adopted by
Jurgen Habermas, conceding the existence of forces—social and linguistic—
that operate to block or frustrate the desire for rational communication, but
also holding out the redemptive prospect of an ‘ideal speech-situation’ where
these obstacles would no longer work their mischief and language would
achieve at least the possibility of a working rational consensus (Habermas,
1979, 1984, 1987). However, Empson differs in maintaining that this principle
extends to poetry—or literary language in general—rather than applying only
to those discourses where truth is more obviously in question. For it is Empson’s
belief, as we have seen, that any too-willing acquiescence in poetry’s power
to insinuate paradoxes, straightforward falsehoods or ‘profound’ pseudo-truths
may itself give rise to serious distortions in our dealing with language in its
everyday uses. Thus for Empson—unlike Habermas—there is no question of
fencing poetry off in some privileged domain of ‘aesthetic’ truth where the
standard requirements simply do not apply. On the contrary, he argues, any
adequate reading of a poem will make every effort to explicate its sense in
rationally accountable terms. Only then—at the point of ultimate resistance—
will the critic have to recognize that there may indeed be structures of meaning
that elude her or his logical grasp, though not because they somehow embody
a wisdom (or an order of ‘paradoxical’ truth) that shows up the inherent
limitations of rational thought as applied to poetic language. For if this were
the case then one would have no choice but to regard poetry—and the best
poetry at that—as belonging to a realm of ‘aesthetic’ value where questions
of truth and falsehood were simply irrelevant. And it is no exaggeration to
say that Empson’s criticism after Seven Types was devoted almost entirely to
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the task of rebutting what he saw as the pernicious effects of this aestheticizing
creed.

Other commentators—Gerald Graff among them—have likewise perceived
how the move to cut poetry off from any appeal to the rational prose virtues
may lead toward a wholesale mystification of social and political thought. In
his earliest book (Poetic Statement and Critical Dogma, 1970) Graff took
issue with the New Critics on precisely this ground: that their approach came
down to an expert technique for disregarding truth-values in literature, or for
treating any ‘statements’ that a poem might make as hedged about with so
many qualifying attitudes—ambiguity, irony, paradox and so forth—that it
became simply impertinent to ask whether such statements possessed any
kind of validity or truth. And in the sequel (Literature Against Itself, 1979) he
extended this critique to post-structuralist, postmodernist and other such forms
of fashionable anti-mimetic doctrine which, according to Graff, continued
the ‘old’ New Critical drive to dissociate literature from cognitive interests of
any kind, or from what was now thought of as the ‘repressive’ regime of
Enlightenment rationality and truth. On the contrary, he argues: ‘what compels
the theory that literary works make no statements is not the nature of literary
works but the cultural constraints upon our theorizing about literary works’
(Graff, 1979, p. 163). Thus it has more to do with the prevailing conditions
of late twentieth-century cultural politics than with anything so radical as a
wholesale attack on the codes and conventions of classic ‘bourgeois’ realism.

The effect of such ideas is all the more disabling, as Graff sees it, on account
of that pervasive sense of unreality that has come to characterize our conditions
of existence in a world given over to mass-media techniques, fictive appearances
masquerading as truth, and the wholesale distortion of consensus interests in
the name of political ‘realism’. For at this point the difference between fact
and fiction becomes so impossibly blurred that a curious reversal begins to
take place, with theorists proclaiming that the real is unknowable except by
analogy with the literary text, and moreover with the kind of postmodern
text that constantly adverts to its own fictive character, thus working to undo
the old mimetic illusion that held us in thrall to false ideas of objectivity and
truth. Thus ‘one of the defining aspects of the current situation is the
penetration of literary ideologies and paradigms into areas heretofore
impervious to them—with a consequent loss of oppositional tension between
literary culture and general society’ (Graff, 1979, pp. 1-2). In support of this
contention one could point to various disciplines (notably philosophy and
historiography) where the claim is now made, by ‘advanced’ thinkers in the
field, that any notion of truth must henceforth be abandoned since the only
knowledge worth having is one that accepts the self-interested nature of all
such values and the fact that ‘truth’ is what presently counts according to this
or that language-game, narrative schema or consensus of informed opinion.
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Richard Rorty puts this case in respect of philosophy as just another ‘kind of
writing’ on a level with poetry, literary criticism and the human sciences at
large (see Rorty, 1982, 1989). And Hayden White (1978) has argued to similar
effect: that historians had better catch up with developments in the area of
narrative poetics—or study of the various tropes or figures involved in the
production of historical texts—if they want to avoid the kind of old-fashioned
positivist thinking bound up with the claim to tell it like it really was (‘wie es
eigentlich gewesen’).

What these proposals have in common is a turn toward literary models—
and models of a distinctly postmodern or post-structuralist provenance—with
a view to subverting received ideas of rational or truth-telling discourse. This
is why Graff (like Habermas) diagnoses the advent of postmodernist thinking
as a loss of that productive ‘oppositional tension’ that previously marked the
relationship between literature and the other humanistic disciplines. It has led
to what he sees as a widespread failure of intellectual nerve, not only among
literary critics but also—and perhaps more disturbingly—among those who
have invoked literary theory as a source of new procedures or interpretative
paradigms for the human sciences at large. Graff makes a closely related
point when he discusses Kermode’s argument (in The Sense of an Ending,
1969) that “fictions’ are the only means we possess of interpreting experience,
explaining events, or imposing some provisional order of sense upon the
otherwise chaotic and disparate mass of historical data. The trouble with this
argument, he suggests, is that it collapses the difference between story-telling
interests—which may indeed articulate our deep desire for narrative consistency
and shape—and those other kinds of interest (cognitive or critical) which
allow us to hold out against delusory or mystified forms of understanding. In
other words, it is hard to see what could count as an objection to some existing
narrative paradigm—maybe some potent myth of origins adopted in the
interest of a dominant power-group—if there is no ground of appeal outside
the conditions of intelligibility created by this or that fictive economy of truth.

This applies not only to Kermode’s treatment of the issue but also to those
various competing schools of post-structuralist, reader-response or hermeneutic
theory that elevate the notion of multiple meaning—or the ‘plural’ text—into
a touchstone of aesthetic value. What these theories have in common is a
kind of Utopian mystification, a belief that any talk of interpretative ‘truth’ is
per se an imposition of unwarranted authority and power, so that only by
opening texts to all the multitude of possible senses and meanings can criticism
work to challenge or subvert this closed economy of truth. This attitude finds
its most seductive expression in a work like Roland Barthes’s $/Z (1975), a
virtuoso demonstration of what commentary can achieve when released from
all the irksome rules and constraints of a reading compliant with traditional
interpretative norms. It is likewise manifest in the writings of ‘American
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deconstructionists’ like Geoffrey Hartman, those for whom the line between
‘creative’ and ‘critical’ texts is at best a mere product of scholarly convention,
an attempt to delegitimize any form of commentary that makes a point of
‘crossing over’ from the one to the other domain, and which thus constitutes
a standing challenge to the orthodox division of realms (Hartman, 1980). To
this way of thinking the most radical gesture available to critics is one that
breaks down all the commonplace (institutional) distinctions between meaning
and truth, text and commentary, ‘literature’ and “criticism’, or—in Kermode’s
case—narrative fiction and the various (equally fictive) methodologies that
attempt to theorize the workings of narrative.

TRUTH AND CRITICISM

Spinoza’s point was exactly the reverse of what these present-day critics are
arguing. That is to say, he saw nothing but multiplied error and confusion in
the habit of ‘accommodating’ reason to faith, or adapting the requirements of
rational critique to a sense of what the passage in question ought to mean
according to some present (orthodox or other) interpretative consensus. This
is where he differs most sharply with critics like Kermode, those for whom
the single most important distinction is that between ‘closed’ and ‘open’
readings, or degrees of liberty along a scale of hermeneutic options running
from the sheerly conformist to the downright heterodox. But no matter how
extreme these localized points of disagreement, they are still conceived as
taking place against a background of communal values and beliefs, an ongoing
dialogue that sets the terms for meaningful interpretative debate. For Spinoza,
on the contrary, truth was what resisted all such attempts to make sense of
scripture through a sequence of endless hermeneutical revisions, a process of
adjustment by which problematic passages could be brought into line with
the needs of present understanding. The result of this practice, as Spinoza
sees it, is to leave the field open to interpreters—orthodox or otherwise—
whose readings will be based on nothing more than mere prejudice, either
through their habit of passive compliance with existing codes and conventions,
or conversely through their zeal to revise the established, canonical sense of
things in order to save doctrinal appearances. What is lacking in both cases is
any ground for the critique of scriptural truth-claims—or orthodox beliefs of
whatever kind—that would not in the end come down to some version of the
hermeneutic circle, or the appeal to readerly ‘foreknowledge’ as an ultimate
horizon of interpretative method.

For it is at this point that reading becomes a genuinely critical activity, an
active engagement with the meanings of scripture that treats them not as
tokens of God’s revealed truth, but as fallible signs adapted to the limits of
human understanding under this or that set of contingent historical
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circumstances. In which case criticism cannot be confined—as it was for
Maimonides and other more traditional exegetes—to the business of
‘reconciling’ reason and faith by requiring of the former a due subservience to
the dictates of orthodox belief, and allowing only for such innovative turns in
the reading of scripture as would prevent reason from getting into conflict
with those same imperative truths. It is against this doctrine—one whose aim
and effect are to subjugate reason to revelation—that Spinoza presents his
whole battery of arguments in the Theologico-Political Treatise (for a more
detailed treatment, see Strauss, 19635). For present purposes it is enough to
point out that Spinoza rejects any curbs or limits placed upon the exercise of
critical reason; that he is willing to acknowledge the truth-claims of religion
only in so far as they concern matters of faith (as distinct from the interests of
free rational enquiry); and that he is deeply suspicious of those super-subtle
exegetes who attempt to reconcile these different modes of knowledge by
abandoning the literal signification of scripture and offering their own
ingenious glosses (or tropological ‘swerves’ from the manifest sense) by way
of avoiding any clash between reason and faith. For it is reason’s prerogative
to raise questions about scripture which can and should be raised even where
they constitute an argument for regarding scriptural truth-claims as in no
way binding on the activity of rational thought.

For Spinoza, these questions extend into the areas of comparative philology,
textual criticism, political history and what would nowadays be called the
sociology of belief. They also involve a close attention to issues in the field of
narrative poetics in so far as that discipline serves to indicate those problematic
points where the ‘truth’ of scripture turns out to be a matter of fictive or
‘imaginary’ knowledge. But it can only fulfil such a purpose by respecting the
distinction between meaning and truth, or those aspects of scripture that have
to be interpreted in order to produce any kind of coherent sense, and those
passages that are capable of reasoned exposition in light of ‘adequate ideas’.
Thus Spinoza very firmly rejects the kind of levelling pan-textualist view that
regards all truths as products of interpretation, or all attempts to theorize
narrative as reducing in the end to yet another form of narrative fiction. In
fact this viewpoint is more closely related to the tradition of scriptural exegesis
that Spinoza attacks in Maimonides and other proponents of a-more
‘hermeneutical’ approach. That is to say, it starts out from the foregone
conclusion that truth is what emerges from the ongoing dialogue of variant
readings or interpretations, a dialogue that allows for new departures in the
interest of maintaining narrative coherence, but which excludes any appeal
to rational criteria outside its own privileged sphere of understanding.

Spinoza has three main objections to bring against this mainstream
philosophy of textual exegesis. First, it leaves no room for the criticism of
scriptural texts, taking ‘criticism’ to mean something other—and more—than
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an endless production of ingenious new readings that never touch upon basic
issues of validity and truth. Second, it places the interpreter beyond reach of
effective counter-argument, since his or her reading can always claim access
to a ‘truth’ that reveals itself only to those with the wisdom (or the requisite
hermeneutic skills) to draw out the authentic meaning of scripture, a meaning
necessarily opaque or invisible from the standpoint of mere human reason.
And third—in consequence—it works to promote a mystified state of
understanding where readings acquire a certain spurious authority through
the absence of enlightened critical reflection on their historically contingent
origins. This is why Spinoza’s critique of revelation (i.e. his attack on the idea
of scripture as a source of divinely-sanctioned meaning and truth) goes along
with a deep scepticism with regard to miracles, prophecy, supernatural
interventions and other such ruses adopted in compliance with the demands
of popular prejudice. “Wherefore so far as our understanding goes, those
phenomena which we clearly and distinctly understand have a much better
right to be called works of God, and to be referred to the will of God than
those about which we are entirely ignorant, although they appeal powerfully
to the imagination, and compel men’s admiration’ (Spinoza, [1670] 1884a,
vol. 1, p. 86). From which it follows that the belief in miracles, prophecy and
suchlike superstitious items of faith can only be encouraged—or protected
from rational criticism—Dby an attitude to scripture that disarms reason by
subjecting it to the dictates of revealed religious truth.

These arguments of Spinoza may help to show what is wrong with the
postmodern turn against ‘Enlightenment’ values across various disciplines
and currently fashionable schools of thought. They are characterized chiefly
by a failure to distinguish between two very different kinds or orders of truth-
claim. On the one hand ‘truth’ may be conceived in the traditional (Platonic
or Christian) sense, as resulting from an inward revelation vouchsafed to
some few elect minds or spirits. It is Spinoza’s main argument against excessive
reliance on the witness of scriptural narrative that it tends to promote just
such a mystified version of truth, since the scriptures (including the New
Testament parables) are often couched in obscure, cryptic or allegorical terms
which give little hold for rational understanding. (For Kermode, by contrast,
it is these passages that present interpretation with its greatest challenge, and
which thus give rise to the subtlest, most rewarding forms of revisionist
commentary.) This is why Spinoza perceives a close relation between belief in
the authenticity of biblical narrative—in the truth of those events supposedly
set down under guidance of divine inspiration—and belief in miracles,
prophecies and other such happenings that run directly counter to natural
law and reason alike. In other words, the inability to distinguish true ideas
from fictive, inadequate or ‘imaginary’ notions is one that gives rise to all
manner of credulous or downright superstitious attitudes. Spinoza allows that
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there may have been times—periods of crisis, civil discord, threats to the
sense of Jewish national identity—when the Old Testament prophets were
justified in exploiting such beliefs with the object of enforcing obedience to
the law. But this could only be a matter of short-term strategic necessity, and
surely not in any sense a model for subsequent (more enlightened or rational)
communities of knowledge.

Hence Spinoza’s first rule of adequate understanding: ‘to distinguish and
separate the true idea from other perceptions, and to keep the mind from
confusing with true ideas those which are false, fictitious, and doubtful’ (Spinoza,
[1677]1884b, vol. 2, p. 18). And from this precept it follows that the knowledge
attained directly or naively through narrative representation is not to be confused
with the knowledge that derives from a reasoned critique of such first-order
narrative beliefs. It can thus be argued that Spinoza’s philosophy amounts to a
point-for-point reversal of the programme announced by postmodern sceptics
(and, less stridently, by thinkers like Kermode) who see no exit from the
hermeneutic hall of mirrors. Pierre Macherey makes the point with specific
reference to Spinoza, and by way of arguing against those critics who fail to
perceive the essential distinction between narrative and critical discourse:

Fiction is not truer than illusion; indeed, it cannot usurp the place of knowledge.
But it can set illusion in motion by penetrating its insufficiency, by transforming
our relationship to ideology.... Fiction deceives us in so far as it is feigned; but
this is not a primary act of deception because it aimed at one even more profound,
exposing it, helping to release us from it.

(Macherey, 1978, p. 64)

This is why it is wrong—a determinate misreading—to treat Spinoza as
belonging to the line of hermeneutic thinkers for whom epistemological
questions of truth and falsehood were banished altogether from the realm of
textual or narrative understanding. He adopts this standpoint only in regard
to that particular form of confusion which mistakes the unwarranted truth-
claims of scripture—prophecies, miracles and the like—for items of veridical
belief. Here indeed, as Kermode argues, Spinoza holds it necessary to give
imagination its due and not follow the line of those (like Maimonides) who
create all kinds of sophistical error by striving to accommodate faith to reason.
But this applies only to passages that resist the best efforts of enlightened
commentary, or which cannot be construed in accordance with the standards
of rational consistency and truth. And even here, Spinoza thinks, it is the
commentator’s task not to treat such passages as bearing a mystical, allegorical
or revelatory import beyond reach of further analysis, but—on the contrary—
to ask what precisely were the socio-historical conditions that caused them to
be couched in a manner so resistant to the interests of rational comprehension.

One major source of confusion here is the belief that prevails among
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post-structuralists, postmodernists, and others of a kindred (anti-Enlightenment)
persuasion: namely, that any talk of ‘truth’—in whatever disciplinary or cultural
context—must always involve a covert appeal to some ultimate, transcendent
source of meaning and value, an appeal whose authority can only derive from a
mystified (‘metaphysical’) ground of all knowledge. To some extent, no doubt,
this confusion has been reinforced by a simplified misreading of what Derrida
has to say about ‘logocentrism’ or the so-called Western ‘metaphysics of presence’,
terms which are commonly taken to signify a repressive regime of old-fashioned
ideas about language, truth and reality which can now be ‘deconstructed’—once
and for all—by pointing up their blind-spots of rhetorical implication (see Derrida,
1976). That this is a travesty of Derrida’s arguments should be clear to anyone
who has read his work and not relied on the usual handful of slogans taken out of
context. In fact he makes a point of insisting first that standards of truth and right
reading are integral to the deconstructive enterprise, and second that any notion
of escaping logocentrism—of jumping outside it, so to speak, ‘with both feet’—is
yet another form of inverted metaphysical thinking, and one that is destined to
fall straight back into the most naive of pre-critical assumptions (Derrida, 1981).

So it is not just a matter of unmasking all truth-claims as complicitous
with a sovereign ‘metaphysics of presence’ that runs all the way, as Terry
Eagleton (1986) puts it, ‘from Plato to Nato’. If this were the only message of
Derrida’s work—as it is for many of his literary-critical disciples—then
deconstruction would amount to little more than a series of elegant (though
rather tedious) variations on a well-worn theme. What is distinctive about
Derrida’s writing is the extreme analytical rigour with which he draws out
the elements of textual resistance—the antinomies or unstable binary
oppositions—that tend to undermine this classical (ultimately Christian and
Platonist) economy of truth. And in order to do so he operates always with a
strict regard for those other kinds of truth-claim that regulate the critical
reading of texts and which are simply indispensable to any project whose aim
is to question that otherwise seamless metaphysical enclosure. For the
alternative, as we have seen, is to introduce a radical split or disjunction
between questions of meaning and questions of truth, such that criticism
becomes in the end a kind of brooding on textual mysteries, and none the less
so for maintaining an outlook of ‘postmodern’ scepticism that professes to
oppose all forms of orthodox doctrinal adherence. It is for this reason that
Derrida insists—and more emphatically in his recent writings—that
deconstruction is far from abandoning the standards of ‘serious’ philosophical
debate (see Derrida, 1989). These standards are those of argumentative rigour,
fidelity to the text in hand, and a willingness not to let one’s own prejudices—
or the dictates of consensual wisdom—prevent one from perceiving
problematic details that go strongly against the interpretative grain. In short,
deconstruction derives all its critical force from the way that it questions
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certain kinds of mystified truth-claim while yet subscribing to the highest
standards of argumentative rigour and respect for the protocols of textual
close-reading. If this fact goes unnoticed by many opponents it is equally lost
upon those who embrace deconstruction as a licence for dispensing with every
last principle of truth, validity and reason.

The point is best made in a passage by Paul de Man, responding to the
widespread mistaken belief that a deconstructive reading can find no room
for epistemological questions (or values of truth and falsehood). It all depends,
de Man writes,

on how one ‘understands’ the relationship between truth and understanding.
Understanding is not a version of one single and universal Truth that would
exist as an essence, a hypostasis. The truth of a text is a much more empirical
and literal event. What makes a reading more or less true is simply the
predictability, the necessity of its occurrence, regardless of the reader or of the
author’s wishes.... It depends, in other words, on the rigor of the reading as an
argument. Reading is an argument (which is not necessarily the same as a polemic)
because it has to go against the grain of what one would want to happen in the
name of what has to happen: this is the same as saying that understanding is an
epistemological event prior to being an ethical or aesthetic value. This does not
mean that there can be a true reading, but that no reading is conceivable in
which the question of its truth or falsehood is not primarily involved.

(de Man, 1978, p. xi)

My point is that Spinoza not only raises these questions but raises them in a
sharply insistent form which as yet finds no room for the convenient escape-
route represented by the discourse of aesthetic values. And this is nowhere
more apparent than in Spinoza’s dealing with fiction as a determinate mode
of knowledge, a mode that stands (so to speak) half-way between truth and
falsehood, since it involves untruths that are knowingly entertained as such,
rather than mistaken for adequate ideas. It is precisely this aspect of Spinoza’s
thinking that has led thinkers like Macherey to propose a new point of
departure for Marxist ‘theoretical practice’, an approach that would respect
the relative autonomy attained by various levels of cultural production, and
thus avoid the reductionist error that treated them indifferently as so many
forms of ideological ‘false consciousness’ (Macherey, 1978). What is crucial
is the insistence that questions of truth and falsehood not be overriden by a
mystified appeal to some alternative realm of aesthetic understanding where
such questions are effectively ruled out of court.

It is here that Macherey’s approach to these questions converges with de
Man’s on a number of crucial points. Both see nothing but error and delusion
in the idea that literature must somehow be exempt from all rational sense-
making standards (or values of truth and falsehood). Both make this point in
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direct opposition to an idealist (or metaphysical) philosophy of art which locates
the highest values of aesthetic experience in a realm of self-confirming aesthetic
values—‘organic form’, the poem as ‘verbal icon’, ‘concrete universal’ and so
forth—which then serve as a pretext for avoiding any question as to the social
and material factors bound up with the work of literary production. And finally,
they both—though de Man more emphatically—equate this powerful mystifying
drive with a tendency to ignore the ontological difference between language (as
a realm of signifying structures irreducible to the order of intuitive or phenomenal
self-evidence) and reality (or the naturalized, ‘commonsense’ view of reality) as
that which presents itself directly to the senses without any intervening process
of linguistic mediation. This is why, in de Man’s words, although ‘it is by no
means an established fact that aesthetic values and literary structures are
incompatible’, nevertheless ‘their compatibility, or lack of it, has to remain an
open question’, so that ‘the manner in which the teaching of literature, since its
beginning in the later nineteenth century, has foreclosed the question is unsound,
even if motivated by the best of intentions’ (de Man, 1986, p. 25). For the effect
of this premature conflation of realms is to exclude the possibility that language
itself—or language as the unstable force-field of relations between logic, grammar
and rhetoric—might offer resistance to the various forms of uncritical or
naturalized perception that derive their considerable power from precisely such
delusive totalizing metaphors.

At this stage it is worth recalling a passage from Althusser and Balibar’s
Reading Capital (1970), since they offer what amounts to a point-for-point
endorsement of the case I have presented thus far. Spinoza was the first thinker

to have raised the problem of reading and, in consequence, of writing...also the
first to have proposed both a theory of history and a philosophy of the opacity
of the immediate. With him, for the first time ever, a man held together in this
way the essence of reading and the essence of history in a theory of the difference
between the imaginary and the true.

(p. 16)

It was on the basis of these Spinozist categories, they argue, that Marx was
able to achieve his most significant theoretical advance, a distinction between
‘science’ and ‘ideology’ which avoided the errors of reductionist thought while
maintaining the material specificity of discourse at its various levels of
production. And this break was in turn made possible by what they describe
as ‘the dissipation of the religious myth of reading’, that is to say, the move
against hermeneutic models which located the truth of the text in some realm
of occult, allegorical or figural sense, a realm to which readers could only
have access through divine revelation, intuitive foreknowledge or other such
privileged modes of entry. This is why—as I have argued—Spinoza stands
firmly apart from the long tradition of exegetical thought which began with
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the attempt to ‘accommodate’ Old and New Testament scriptural texts, and
whose latest (hermeneutic and post-structuralist) variants still bear the mark
of that seemingly remote prehistory.

Hence the connection that Althusser and Balibar make between Spinoza’s
theory of language (or ‘writing and reading’) and his signal contribution to
Marxist debate about the nature and modalities of historical knowledge. This
connection has to do with his threefold argument: (1) that our grasp of
historical events is necessarily partial and timebound (i.e. that it belongs to
the realm of experientia vaga, or inadequate and confused ideas); (2) that this
condition also applies to any knowledge attained through language, since
verbal signs—written or spoken—are likewise subject to all manner of chance
collocations or random associative linkage, and are thus inherently suspect
from the standpoint of reason; and (3) that the mind’s only recourse against
these sources of error is to theorize the conditions that brought them about—
the historical, causal or linguistic factors—and thereby achieve the kind of
rational grasp that converts ‘passive’ into ‘active’ understanding. And it is
here that questions of writing and reading acquire a special salience in Spinoza’s
work, along with the related topic of fictive or ‘feigned’ utterances, those that
occupy a third domain of knowledge situated (so to speak) between truth and
falsehood, and which therefore—as Althusser and Macherey argue—cannot
be assigned to some separate realm of non-cognitive or purely ‘aesthetic’ values.
Thus fiction gives access to ‘adequate ideas’ in so far as it reworks, deconstructs
or estranges the materials of common-sense (ideological) perception, or the
forms under which experience presents itself to a mind held captive by
‘knowledge of imagination’. The most important point here is that Spinoza—
like Althusser and Macherey—insists on treating fiction as a determinate mode
of knowledge, admittedly a partial or ‘mutilated’ mode, but one that has its
own distinctive role to play in the process of arriving at adequate ideas.

THE CRITIQUE OF REVELATION REVISITED

The case of Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses (1988) is one that
raises a number of pertinent questions about fictional truth and the status of
literary texts in relation to forms of religious and political power. Like
Spinoza, Rushdie has had the courage to stand up against a resurgent
fundamentalist movement whose authority rests on the appeal to scriptural
warrant, and whose reading of scripture is clearly dictated by the struggle
between rival claimants to the ‘truth’ as revealed through divine inspiration
to a self-proclaimed pious elect. Like Spinoza again, he sets out to show how
such movements come about; how the mystagogues are able to maintain
their power by exploiting a range of ‘imaginary’ devices—prophecy,
miracles, divine interventions, all manner of occult or supernatural
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‘proofs’—in order to win assent for doctrines that could scarcely withstand
critical scrutiny. ‘In despotic statecraft’, Spinoza writes, ‘the supreme and
essential mystery [is] to hoodwink the subjects, and to mask the fear, which
keeps them down, with the specious garb of religion’ (Spinoza, [1670] 1884a,
vol. 1, p. 5). As we have seen, Spinoza goes various ways around to break the
hold of such delusive beliefs, or—what he thinks should be sufficient for the
purpose—to show how they arise from errors of understanding which in turn
have their cause in some particular context of socio-political existence. On
balance he considers the New Testament superior to the Old since (for
instance) ‘the long deductions and arguments of Paul... are in nowise written
from supernatural revelation’ (p. 159). But there can be little doubt that
Spinoza maintained a deep mistrust of all religious truth-claims, especially
where these took the form of an appeal to scriptural authority backed up—as
so often—by the threat of dire punishments (real or imaginary) for anyone
who challenged their presumptive self-evidence.

One line of response in the Rushdie affair has been to point out that this is
after all a work of fiction—‘postmodernist’ fiction at that—and should
therefore not be judged (much less condemned) as if it were claiming any
kind of factual, historical or truth-telling warrant. Or.again, to adopt an
alternative idiom: The Satanic Verses belongs to the genre of so-called
‘magical realism’, a mode that typically mixes up the orders of verisimilitude
and fantasy-projection to a stage where the reader loses all sense of where the
one shades off into the other. From this point of view the whole controversy
would seem just an absurd category-mistake, a confusion brought about by
the failure to recognize that literary works are not in the business of arguing
a case, reinterpreting history or engaging in matters of doctrinal dispute. The
Ayatollah and his fundamentalist disciples would then be seen as literal-
minded readers—non-readers more often—who attacked Rushdie’s novel on
the mistaken grounds first, that it was a travesty of actual events in the life of
the Prophet and the history of Islam, and second that it was preaching a set of
irreligious or wickedly heterodox ideas at variance with everything their faith
held sacred. So the best defence of Rushdie’s book would be to point out its
elaborately fictive construction—its not belonging to the ‘language-game’ of
presenting truths, offering arguments, challenging scriptural witness, etc.—
and thus make it clear that the charges of apostasy were based on a gross
misunderstanding.

This argument of course had the virtue of promising to soothe
fundamentalist passions and afford at least the basis of a working truce in an
enflamed situation. Rushdie himself made the point in an open letter to Rajiv
Gandhi protesting against the fact that his novel had been banned by an act
of government in India:
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The section of the book in question (and let’s remember that the book isn’t
actually about Islam, but about migration, metamorphosis, divided selves, love,
death, London and Bombay) deals with a prophet who is not called Muhammad
living in a highly fantasticated city—made of sand, it dissolves when water falls
upon it—in which he is surrounded by fictional followers, one of whom happens
to bear my own first name. Moreover, this entire sequence happens in dream,
the fictional dream of a fictional character, an Indian movie-star, and one who
is losing his mind, at that. How much further from history could one get?

(in Appignanesi and Maitland, 1989, p. 44)

Clearly it is vital—not only for Rushdie but for many writers working under
oppressive religious or political regimes—that this distinction be respected
and that novels not be read as if they were straightforward statements of
authorial belief. And yet there is a sense in which one begs the whole question
by adopting this standpoint, since it rests on principles that enjoy wide support
in our own (relatively secularized) societies, but which would count for nothing
with Rushdie’s fundamentalist opponents. At their broadest these principles
have to do with the separation of powers between Church and State, the ‘self-
evident’ democratic freedoms of thought and speech, and—closely related to
these—the (again relative) autonomy of art as a form of expression exempt
from certain otherwise normative juridical constraints. And it could further
be argued that literary criticism has developed a more specialized version of
the same basic attitude, one that progressively elaborates a whole range of
concepts (aesthetic disinterest, the ‘suspension of disbelief’, ambiguity, paradox,
the ‘implied author’, intertextuality and so forth) by way of backing up this
claim for literature as a mode of utterance with its own sui generis standards
of imaginative truth (see Hohendahl, 1982; Eagleton, 1984).

These are some of the values invoked by Rushdie in the above-cited passage.
It is a stance whose history begins in the English Renaissance period with Sir
Philip Sidney’s defence of poetry as a “feigned’ or fictive mode of utterance, one
that could not be held to account—as Plato or the latter-day puritans would
have it—as if poets were engaged in the same kind of language-game as
philosophers, moralists or historians. This issue was confronted over again when
the novel emerged as a distinctive genre in the mid- to late eighteenth century.
The main problem here was that prose-fiction, unlike poetry, lacked the more
obvious formal markers of ‘literary’ status, and could thus all too easily be
mistaken for factual or truth-telling discourse. Hence the various efforts—in
the legislative sphere as well as among critics and commentators on the novel—
to explain just how this distinction might be upheld and where exactly the line
should be drawn between novels on the one hand and news reports, historical
narratives, political tracts or theological arguments on the other (Davis, 1983).
This can best be understood in Habermasian terms as an aspect of the progressive
separating out or specialization of discursive regimes that gave rise to the modern
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‘public sphere’ of differential validity-claims, with literature enjoying a large
measure of autonomy vis-a-vis those other forms of knowledge (Habermas,
1962). And there is, as we have seen, some reason for regarding Spinoza as the
first philosopher to have worked out this distinction in detail, thus resisting the
tendency to confuse matters of revealed or authoritative truth with fictive or
imaginary modes of representation. This is why one can take it as Spinoza’s
chief contribution to the history of secular interpretative thought that he managed
to liberate the practice of textual hermeneutics from its erstwhile bondage to
the dictates of orthodox belief. It is important to remember that the very
possibility of open debate on such questions is a freedom that was won in large
part through the efforts—very often the reviled and persecuted efforts—of writers
who claimed an imaginative licence to satirize the truth-claims of religion.
Graham Swift makes this point—echoing Rushdie’s own position—when
he writes of The Satanic Verses that ‘a work of literature is more than free
expression. It is creative expression, which does not argue, state, or assert, so
much as make. A novel exists, lives in the minds of its readers, as no statement
or assertion can’ (in Appignanesi and Maitland, 1989, p. 219). And Carlos
Fuentes offers what is perhaps the most eloquent defence of this kind by
invoking the example of Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘probably the greatest theorist of
the novel in our century’, and ‘one whose life, in a way, is as exemplary as his
books’. It is worth citing his remarks at some length since they state the case
for imaginative freedom—and for the novel as our last, best hope for such
freedom—while following Bakhtin in his pinpoint diagnosis of the pressures
that make for conformity, dogmatism, and other forms of oppressive
‘monological’ discourse (see Bakhtin, 1981). Thus, according to Fuentes,

Rushdie’s work perfectly fits the Bakhtinian contention that ours is an age of
competitive languages. The novel is the privileged arena where languages in conflict
can meet, bringing together, in tension and dialogue, not only opposing characters,
but also different historical ages, social levels, civilizations and other dawning
realities of human life.... But this is precisely what the Ayatollahs of this world
cannot suffer. For the Ayatollahs reality is dogmatically defined once and for all
in a sacred text. But a sacred text is, by definition, a completed and exclusive text.
You can add nothing to it. It does not converse with anyone.... It offers a perfect
refuge for the insecure who then, having the protection of a dogmatic text over
their heads, proceed to excommunicate those whose security lies in the search for
truth.... When we all understood everything, the epic was possible. But not fiction.
The novel is born from the fact that we do not understand one another any
longer, because unitary, orthodox language has broken down. Impose a unitary
language: you kill the novel, but you also kill society.

(in Appignanesi and Maitland, 1989, pp. 245-6)

It is no coincidence that this coupling of Rushdie and Bakhtin goes by way of
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several interconnected themes—persecution, liberty of thought, the closed or
‘monological’ character of religious discourse—that were first brought together
in Spinoza’s critique of revelation. In fact one could argue that Spinoza belongs
very much in the company of those novelists, poets, satirists and other such
‘literary’ figures whose work had the effect—at least in the long run—of
securing vital new freedoms, at first for their own (henceforth recognizably
distinctive) kind of writing, then in the realms of philosophy, politics, theology
and other such contested domains. To this extent Kermode would be justified
in his claim that Spinoza more or less invented the practice of secular
hermeneutics, a practice which could only come into being with the challenge
to canonical, self-authorized versions of scriptural truth.

But one must also recall Spinoza’s argument—taken up by theorists like
Althusser and Macherey—that fictions cannot be treated on a level with
falsehoods or consigned to a realm of non-cognitive ‘aesthetic’ value where
questions of truth and error simply do not arise. For it is precisely by virtue of
what Spinoza terms the mixed or ‘multiplex’ character of fictive discourse—its
power to clarify confused ideas by subjecting them to a different, more rigorous
or undeceiving order of narrative representation—that criticism is enabled to
perceive the blind-spots, the errors of ‘common-sense’ belief or ideology, that
would otherwise pass for truth. This is simply a more ‘philosophical’ way of
making the point that novels can effectively argue a case and, what is more,
give rise to counter-arguments which take fiction seriously for just that reason.
And this applies not only to obvious instances—the roman a thése, political
novels, conversion narratives or other such overtly didactic works—but also to
writing whose design on the reader is much less palpable, but which none the
less provokes a whole range of attitudinal responses, from straightforward
endorsement to downright angry rejection. The latter alternative is one that
rarely figures in the discourse of academic criticism, since here—as we have
seen—there is a countervailing tendency to elevate issues of aesthetic worth
above questions of argumentative warrant. But one still finds notable exceptions
to this rule, among them Macherey, de Man, Empson, and others (like Gerald
Graff) who have held out against the widespread aestheticizing drift. What
unites these thinkers across otherwise considerable differences of view is the
conviction, first, that fictive works make statements (or involve prepositional
attitudes); second, that criticism should not seek refuge in a realm of sacrosanct
‘literary’ values; and third, that one can indeed argue with texts on a range of
issues—philosophical, political or socio-historical—which do inescapably lead
on to questions of truth and falsehood.

The move to dissociate literature from truth-claims of any kind is one that
can only trivialize fiction, or reduce it to the level of a pure, self-occupied play
with narrative codes and conventions that could have no possible bearing on
matters of real-world practical concern. Significantly, it is a move that is made

54



CRITICISM

more often by theorists of the postmodern—by literary critics, sympathetic or
hostile—than by novelists (for instance Kurt Vonnegut, Angela Carter, E.L.
Doctorow and Rushdie himself) who apparently see no problem about
combining on the one hand a commitment to various forms of experimental,
postmodern or defamiliarizing technique, and on the other a continuing (if
intermittent) use of the documentary-realist mode (Hutcheon, 1987). What
characterizes their work—and Rushdie’s in particular—is a constant intertwining
of fictive and factual (or imaginary and truth-conditional) discourse which
deliberately eschews such ready-made distinctions and asks us to conceive of
alternative realities perceptibly akin to our own, but differing from it in certain
crucial respects. To this extent they are working in the same area as modal
logicians and ‘possible worlds’ theorists, those who seek to establish the rules
or constraints that regulate the transfer of properties, individuals and events
from one such world to another. It would then be a question for the literary
critic just how far ‘realism’—or the realist effect—is a product of the ‘trans-
world identity’ that holds between certain crucial features that turn out to be
invariant across these otherwise disparate realms (Pavel, 1987). One of them
(the world we do in fact inhabit) would enjoy a greater or lesser degree of
ontological privilege depending on the analytic framework adopted, or on the
analyst’s willingness to accept some version of ‘modal realism’ that treated all
worlds as equally compossible, and therefore as actually existing so far as we
can tell from our own (common-sense or this-worldly) standpoint (Lewis, 1986).

My purpose in these last few paragraphs has been, once again, to challenge
the idea that fictional texts have nothing to do with values of truth and falsehood,
or with issues that arise more obviously in relation to other kinds of writing
(historical, political, philosophical and so forth). It may also help to explain
what is less than satisfactory about that line of defence in the Rushdie case
which takes it for granted that fictions are somehow exempt from the
commonplace requirements of truth-telling discourse. Of course this idea has a
long prehistory, from Plato (who considered it a downright scandal) to those
subsequent apologists for poetry and fiction, from Sir Philip Sidney to Shelley,
Arnold, I. A Richards and the New Critics, all of whom took the view that
literature offered a different sort of ‘truth’, one that involved an appeal to
values—of imagination, creativity, ‘emotive’ meaning, ambiguity, paradox, etc.—
which were simply irreducible to cognitive standards of veridical utterance. In
which case clearly the Islamic fundamentalists have got it wrong, not to mention
a long succession of priests and commissars who have likewise ignored the
essential difference between fictive and other modes of discourse.

Returning to Spinoza is one way of grasping what has been at stake in the
controversy over The Satanic Verses. For Spinoza, it is unthinkable that fiction
should be treated as belonging to a realm quite apart from the interests of
reason and truth, a realm of ‘pseudo-statements’ (in Richards’s phrase) where
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the only operative standard of value is the pragmatist appeal to what is ‘good
in the way of belief’ (Richards, 1924). On the contrary: fiction is a contested
zone between truth and falsehood where ‘adequate ideas’ are mixed (but not
inextricably mixed) with imaginary, erroneous, metaphorical, analogical and
other such illusory knowledge-effects. Thus, according to Macherey: ‘fiction,
not to be confused with illusion, is the substitute for, if not the equivalent of,
knowledge. A theory of literary production must show us what the text
“knows”, how it “knows”’ (Macherey, 1978, p. 64). It is therefore the task of
criticism to explain just how—Dby what structural mechanisms specific to the
nature of narrative form—fiction is enabled to reveal the limits of its own
‘imaginary’ presuppositions. And this follows directly from the Spinozist
principle that errors of understanding (or ‘ideas of imagination’) are not mere
mistakes to be put down to some localized aberration on the part of this or
that individual thinker. Rather, they always take rise from the chain of
‘multiplex’ concatenated causes and effects which reason is presently unable
to perceive owing to the limits placed upon it by prevailing forms of consensus
belief, whether religious or socio-political in origin.

For Spinoza, the distinction between truth and error is one that can and
must be maintained despite all the melancholy evidence to date that error has
a hold upon human minds that may resist the best efforts of enlightened
critique. And it is especially in the realm of fiction—the border-zone where
‘inadequate ideas’ are reworked into a different, more complex and articulated
form—that theory is best placed to understand the effects of imaginary
misrecognition. This is why a novel like The Satanic Verses has a power to
convince—and also to antagonize—beyond what might be expected according
to the current postmodernist wisdom. Rushdie himself takes exactly this line
in an interview conducted at a time (mid-September 1988) when the hate-
campaign had begun to build up but had not yet assumed lethal proportions:

I guess some people might get upset because it is not reverent, but the point is a
serious attempt to write about religion and revelation from the point of view of
a secular person. I think that’s a perfectly legitimate exercise. Besides, Mohammad
is a very interesting figure. He’s the only prophet who exists even remotely
within history. He is the only one about whom there is some half-established
more-or-less factual historical information. That makes him a human being
and doubly interesting.

(in Appignanesi and Maitland, 1989, p. 41)

In the reading of fiction we are constantly engaged in that process of
adjudicating different orders of truth-claim which Spinoza presents as the
only means toward a better, more enlightened understanding. That is to say,
the chief interest of critical thought is to see where the text reveals more than
it can say, or where the need to make sense of recalcitrant details imposes a

56



CRITICISM

reading counter to received or canonical ideas of what the text ought to mean.
This argument receives its strongest theoretical elaboration at the hands of
those critics (like Macherey) who have adopted an overtly Spinozist approach
in the reading of literary works. But it is also presupposed by any
methodology—whether Marxist, deconstructionist, feminist, sociological or
New Historicist—which operates on the principle that criticism can produce
a knowledge of the text beyond what is given at the level of straightforward
self-evidence or ‘common-sense’ belief. And to this extent one could claim
that all the most significant developments in modern critical theory have their
origin (knowingly or not) in Spinoza’s way of treating the co-implicated orders
of truth, falsehood, error and fiction. Above all, they take for granted his
basic premise with regard to the latter: that fictive ideas (or imaginary
representations) are potentially a source of genuine knowledge in so far as
they allow for a critical undertaking that seeks to distinguish those various
orders and articulate the structural relations between them.

This is why the Rushdie affair raises issues that cannot be conveniently
shunted aside by protesting that fiction has nothing to do with matters of
doctrinal import or the truth-claims of revealed religion. Critics who take this
accommodating line—no doubt with the best of placatory intentions—are
ignoring the close relationship that exists between the critique of scriptural
authority advanced by secularizing thinkers like Spinoza and the undeceiving
virtues of fictive representation when directed against the forces of bigotry,
superstition, and religious or political intolerance. Marina Warner makes this
point most effectively in the following rejoinder to Rushdie’s fundamentalist
opponents. What has chiefly aroused their indignation, she writes,

is the idea that the Devil managed to interpolate verses into the Koran. Erasmus
came into conflict with the Church because he found that the original canonical
translations of the New Testament had not been accurate.... Of course Salman
Rushdie never cast himself in any way as a learned commentator on the
authenticity of the Koran, in the Erasmian sense, but the crisis has given his
levity, his satire, a new, momentous seriousness, and its lessons should be built
on, to make an appeal to moderate thinkers within Islam, who are able to
entertain the possibility of historicist and textual analysis of the Koran.

(in Appignanesi and Maitland, 1989, p. 210)

In this respect The Satanic Verses asks to be read in much the same way as
works like Voltaire’s Candide or Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, writings whose
sheer argumentative force—and whose power to provoke extreme forms of
hostile response—was scarcely the less for the fact of their adopting a fictive,
poetic or ‘imaginary’ form. Shelley provides the most interesting case for
comparison here since he read and admired (and even translated) Spinoza, as
well as publishing his own, much reviled essay “The Necessity of Atheism’ (1811)
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and also, in his poetry, presenting what amounted to a full-scale Spinozist attack
on the values of institutionalized Christian belief, albeit in the guise of a counter-
mythology decked out with various arcane—mostly neo-Platonist—allegorical
devices. These latter did nothing to obscure the central message: that religion
had lent itself all too easily to the interests of an orthodox élite whose power
derived partly from the joint machinations of church and state, and partly from
the sway of superstitious belief over minds held captive by ‘confused’ or
‘imaginary’ ideas. Certainly few readers—sympathetic or otherwise—would
have failed to perceive that the prose-tract and the poetry were equally a part of
Shelley’s campaign against the truth-claims of revealed religion.

CONCLUSION: LITERARY THEORY AND THE GROUNDS
OF DISSENT

This essay has argued that current debates in literary theory are one major
forum where Spinoza’s ideas are still very actively at work, though not without
continued opposition from various quarters. The most important point on which
these critics divide is the question whether literary works can be construed as
advancing propositions, arguing a case, or involving knowledge-constitutive
interests that are capable of reasoned assessment and critique. Empson’s later
writings are perhaps the most striking example of a project that concerns itself
both with questions in the realm of literary theory—giving rise to his arguments
in The Structure of Complex Words—and with broader issues of a moral,
historical and (above all) religious import. But it is wrong to suggest that these
are separate interests since, as we have seen, Empson’s defence of a truth-
functional semantics applied to the language of poetry and fiction goes along
with his aversion to Christian belief and his resolute attempts to make sense of
literature on rationally accountable terms. In fact his entire critical production
after Milton’s God (1961) was devoted to arguing the case for various authors—
Marlowe, Donne, Marvell, Coleridge, Joyce, Eliot, Yeats and others—as either
the victims of neurotic guilt and conflict brought on by their accepting the full
implications of Christian theology, or as having bravely resisted that doctrine,
only to be kidnapped by neo-Christian interpreters in pursuit of some pious
message or other (Empson, 1984, 1987a, b). My point is not to claim that these
essays are all of them equally convincing, or that they represent a full-scale
project of radically secularized hermeneutic thought growing directly out of
Empson’s historico-semantic researches in Complex Words. What they do help
to show is the close relation that exists between a rationalist desire to demystify
the sources of erroneous or confused belief, and an attitude to questions of
literary meaning that refuses to fall back upon ideas of ambiguity, paradox,
‘pseudo-statement’, fictive licence or other such handy escape-routes.

It is no coincidence, therefore, that Empson’s reading of Milton stands
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squarely in the line of left-romantic or radical revisionist accounts which begins
with Blake’s famous dictum (that Milton was ‘of the Devil’s party without
knowing it’), and continues with Shelley’s more elaborated version of the same
antinomian thesis in his Defence of Poetry (1821)). Where Empson most
emphatically rejoins this tradition is in arguing first, that Milton’s poetry has to
do with doctrinal issues at the heart of Christian belief, and thus cannot be
treated—as critics like C.S.Lewis would have it—as ‘great literature’ but wildly
heretical, and hence no problem from an orthodox theological standpoint;
second, that the poem runs into all manner of difficulty in its effort to make
good sense of the story and thereby justify God’s ways to man; and third, that
we should at least give Milton due credit for the evidence that his feelings
revolted—at whatever ‘unconscious’ level—against the demands of his official
religious creed. In short, Empson comes out steadfastly against the kind of
reading that treats literary works as belonging to a realm of ‘imaginative’ truths
unaccountable to plain-prose reason or the standards of commonplace human
decency. This was why the New Critics found problems with Empson’s work,
admiring his extreme sophistication in the business of close-reading or verbal
exegesis, but warning against his tendency to think that poems offered arguments,
or grounds for taking issue with their (supposed) argumentative claims. John
Crowe Ransom articulates this feeling of unease when he writes that Empson
takes poetry ‘too seriously’, and thus threatens to violate ‘the law of its kind’.
This habit went back to Empson’s reading of Herbert in Seven Types of
Ambiguity, a reading that not only teased out the paradoxes of Herbert’s “The
Sacrifice’, but which pushed them to the point of extracting a series of
antinomies—logical contradictions—that seemed to impugn the very bases of
Christian faith. For Ransom, in short, ‘the metaphysical procedure was singularly
like the theological, with a rather important difference: the poet was playful,
while the theologian was in dead earnest.” And again: metaphysical poetry had
to ‘suggest theologies...to suggest them, or to imitate them; not to be them’
(Ransom, 1938, pp. 328-9). Nothing could capture more precisely the distance
that separates Empson’s thinking from the currency, not only of the old New
Criticism (with its marked ‘neo-Christian’ ethos), but also from those subsequent
movements of thought which likewise drive a wedge between questions of
meaning and values of truth and falsehood.

Jonathan Culler makes this point with admirable force in his book Framing
the Sign (1988). Like Empson, he thinks it an alarming fact about recent
(postwar) Anglo-American criticism that so much of this work is given over
to a religious—or crypto-religious—set of doctrines and values, a tendency
that is then passed off as just an aspect of our Christian ‘cultural heritage’, so
that any serious attempt to question them is viewed as subversive, misguided,
or somehow in bad taste. “That this idea should be possible indicates just how
far education has abandoned its historic tasks, of combating superstition,
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encouraging sceptical debate about competing religions and their claims or
their myths, and fighting religious dogmatism and its political consequences’
(Culler, 1988, p. 78). What is more, this falling-back into postures of religious
conformism on the part of literary critics goes along with a widespread popular
resurgence of fundamentalist belief among various creeds and denominations,
a development that is all too clearly visible in the current Christian and Islamic
revivalist campaigns. As Culler points out, this situation is doubly ironic in so
far as the critique of dogmatic religion was a process initiated and carried
through very largely on principles that derived from comparative philology,
textual criticism, narrative poetics and other such fields of study. ‘At the
beginning of the eighteenth century, one might say without greatly
oversimplifying, Protestants took the Bible to be the word of God; by the
beginning of the twentieth century this belief was untenable in intellectual
circles’ (p. 79). Culler makes no mention of Spinoza’s role in this history of
thought, but it is reasonable to suppose—on all the evidence we have seen so
far—that it would scarcely have taken the shape it did, or exerted such a
powerful influence, had Spinoza not written the Theologico-Political Treatise.

Culler goes on to deplore the way that this critical tradition has been kept
from view by the orthodox (or not-so-orthodox) pieties of present-day
academic scholarship. Thus he notes that there has lately been a ‘striking
revival of interest in the sacred’, not only on the part of those conformist
‘Neo-Christians’ whom Empson singled out for attack, but also among the
votaries of myth-criticism, psychoanalysis, narrative theory, hermeneutics,
and even deconstruction (thus ‘Geoffrey Hartman...jokingly proposes that
literature departments should be rechristened “Departments of Mystery
Management”’, p. 81). In each case, so Culler argues, ‘instead of leading the
critique of dogmatic mythologies, literary criticism is contributing to the
legitimation of religious discourse” (p. 79). To which he might have added the
further observation that this process can only be helped along—or at any rate
encounters no effective resistance—from those schools of postmodern neo-
pragmatist thought that come out ‘against theory’, or against the whole
tradition of enlightened rational critique. For here also it is no great distance
from moderate, historically-informed versions of the relativist argument (i.e.
that ideas of reason and truth are always in some degree culture-specific) to
the adoption of a wholesale irrationalist creed that denounces such ideas as
chimerical at best, and at worst as mere instruments of the will-to-power
masquerading as pure, disinterested knowledge. And at this point—where
Nietzsche is most often invoked—there is nothing to prevent the further slide
into a form of mystical or mythopoeic thought whose strongest affinities (as
Habermas argues) are with doctrines evolved among right-wing opponents
of Enlightenment thinking in the immediate post-Kantian period.

It seems to me that Culler gets the emphasis right when he argues that
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‘respect for religious values’—whether Christian, Jewish, Islamic or whatever—
should not be interpreted as granting those values a total exemption from
critical scrutiny, or restoring them to the kind of sacrosanct status that they
once enjoyed as matters of revealed truth. And he is likewise persuasive when
he treats current issues in the field of literary theory as variants of the
characteristic liberal dilemma: how to make allowance for the sheer variety
of creeds, ideologies and belief-systems while reserving the right to criticize
any manifest failures on their part with respect to these same (no doubt culture-
specific) values of uncoerced rational debate. What is crucial here is the
distinction established by Spinoza (and developed by Kant) between matters
of faith where each individual is at liberty to believe and profess as they wish,
and matters of reason or intellectual conscience where again there is (or should
be) no constraint under law, but where the rule is that this freedom not be
curtailed by any imposition of dogmatic beliefs. From this point of view the
liberal dilemma comes about through a basic confusion of realms, a failure to
grasp that one can indeed criticize ideologies or religions for promoting narrow,
intolerant or prejudicial behaviour without thereby setting up to judge them
from one’s own (equally prejudiced and intolerant) standpoint. For this
objection would apply only if one’s grounds for thus judging were a matter of
unargued belief or passive compliance with the dictates of an absolute creed.
But the whole point of the liberal distinction between private and public realms
is to prevent such unwarranted intrusions of faith upon the freedoms of
thought, conscience and expression.

Now of course it may be argued—as it has been by various parties to the
debate over Rushdie’s book—that liberalism itself has a political agenda, a
core-set of values and beliefs, and hence should not pose as some kind of
neutral adjudicative discourse devoid of such partisan interests. But, once
again, this ignores what is distinctive about liberal ideology: the fact that it
can indeed be put to such self-interested, partial or prejudiced uses, yet still
provide a yardstick by which to measure these distortions of its own
legitimizing claims. Thus—to take what is perhaps the most familiar example—
a document may be framed which has a good deal to say (in good liberal
fashion) about the ‘rights of man’, but which the framers—and interpreters
for a good while thereafter—choose to understand as specifically excluding
women and slaves. But one should also remark the other side: that the blind-
spots of prejudice do come to light in the end, albeit (most often) against
considerable odds of entrenched self-interest and selective interpretation. And
the reason why liberalism exhibits this self-correcting tendency—unlike more
dogmatic ideologies and creeds—is the fact that its central terms (freedom,
justice, equality) are themselves subject to critical reassessment in the light of
changing social ideas and not tied down to some stipulative meaning in
accordance with scriptural warrant, revealed truth, the natural order of society,
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or other such potent immobilizing myths. This difference is basically what
separates the parties in the dispute over Rushdie’s novel. On the one side are
assembled those who advocate an allegiance to truths beyond reach of critical
assessment or reasoned debate. On the other gathered are those—admittedly
in a state of some confusion at present—whose appeal (or whose best possible
ground of appeal) is to the interests of open discussion and enquiry into the
values that sustain both their own and their opponents’ argumentative
positions. Any hint of ethnocentric smugness here should be amply dispelled
by the occasional reminder—such as Empson provides—of just how long it
took for courageous free-thinkers like Erasmus, Montaigne, Spinoza or Voltaire
to knock Christianity into some kind of civilized shape.

This is where literary theory comes in, as a discourse specialized in the
adjudication of different orders of truth-claim. ‘Above all’, Culler writes,

we should work to keep alive the critical, demythologizing force of contemporary
theory—a force which a considerable number of critics are striving to capture
and to divert to pious ends. Down with the priests! is an unlikely motto for
literary studies these days, but we ought to ask why this is so and turn some of
our analytical energies on our own relation to religious discourse and ideology—
not as a theoretical investigation asking whether literary studies could ever free
itself from the theological weight of the hermeneutic tradition or the idea of
authority invested in a special text, but as a practical, political way of challenging
the authority of a potentially repressive religious discourse and ensuring that
we do not encourage respect for it.

(1988, p. 80)

My only quarrel with this concerns Culler’s suggestion that the two kinds of
knowledge—‘theoretical’ and ‘practical>—are somehow at odds, or that the
former involves an expense of intellectual effort that might better be directed
to ‘practical’ ends. In fact his book gives clear indications to the opposite
effect, as for instance by including a chapter on Empson—and specifically on
Complex Words—where Culler argues that issues of interpretative theory
bear directly on questions in the wider (socio-historical) realm of
understanding. It seems to me that this has been the central issue in recent
debates about the ‘function of criticism®>—or the purpose of literary studies—
at a time when such debates are unignorably affected by the pressures of real-
world political circumstance. One point where those pressures can be felt to
impinge is precisely on the question—as Culler puts it—whether literary
criticism ‘could ever free itself from the theological weight of the hermeneutic
tradition or the idea of authority invested in a special text’ (p. 80). And this
question is by no means confined to the academy, as can be seen all too plainly
in the reaction to Rushdie’s novel.
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MEDIEVAL LITERATURE
AND THE MEDIEVAL
WORLD

DOUGLAS GRAY

In Cicero’s Sommnium Scipionis the younger Scipio in a dream meets his famous
grandfather, Scipio Africanus Major, and is carried up by him to the heavens;
he looks down upon Carthage ‘from an exalted place, bright and shining,
filled with stars’:

As I looked out from this spot, everything appeared splendid and wonderful.
Some stars were visible which we never see from this region, and all were of a
magnitude far greater than we had imagined.... And, indeed, the starry spheres
easily surpassed the earth in size. From here the earth appeared so small that I
was ashamed of our empire which is, so to speak, but a point on its surface.
(trans. Stahl, 1952, p. 72)

His grandfather shows him the nine spheres which make up the universe—
the celestial sphere, ‘embracing all the rest...confining and containing all the
other spheres’, in which ‘are fixed the eternally revolving movements of the
stars’, and beneath it, revolving in an opposite direction, those of the seven
planets down to the moon (‘below the moon all is mortal and transitory, with
the exception of the souls bestowed upon the human race by the benevolence
of the gods. Above the moon all things are eternal’), and beneath it the earth,
never moving. He is amazed by the great and pleasing sound of the music of
the spheres:

That...is a concord of tones separated by unequal but nevertheless carefully
proportioned intervals, caused by the rapid motion of the spheres themselves.
The high and low tones blended together produce different harmonies.... Gifted
men, imitating this harmony on stringed instruments and in singing, have gained
for themselves a return to this region, as have those who have devoted their
exceptional abilities to a search for divine truths. The ears of mortals are filled

with this sound, but they are unable to hear it.
(pp. 73-4)
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This profoundly influential and highly poetic passage (which was admired by
medieval readers and was echoed by some of the greatest medieval writers),
besides being a fine statement of the dominant view of the cosmos, and of the
nature of music, may suggest to the historian of medieval literature a number
of other important patterns and ideas—as, for instance, a yearning (if not a
rage) for order (note however that the ideal harmony is a balance of movement,
not as is sometimes thought, a hierarchy that is fixed and rigid), as well as the
sad realization of the gulf between eternal harmony and the life of man in this
world.

But an obvious point which should be made first is that this scene comes
from a classical text, and it may justly be taken to highlight the importance of
the legacy of the ancient world in medieval culture, and of the very remarkable
continuities between the two cultures. The words ‘medieval’ and ‘the Middle
Ages’ perpetuate an old and a misleading view which comes from Renaissance
humanism and from the Enlightenment, that of a radical break with a lost
and glorious classical past, followed at the end of the period by another radical
break, the rediscovery of the ancient world and its culture, called, significantly,
a ‘rebirth’ or a ‘renaissance’. Some sense of how oversimplified this view is
can be seen in an episode early in the Inferno (c. 1307-21), where Dante,
terrified by strange beasts, meets a shade, who identifies himself as the poet
who ‘sang of that just son of Anchises who came from Troy after proud Ilium
was burned’. Amazement turns to reverence—tu se’ lo mio maestro e ’l mio
autore’, ‘thou art my master and my author’—and Virgil is to be his guide
through hell. Later, Dante is introduced to another four great ‘authors’—
Homer ‘the sovereign poet’, Horace the satirist and moralist, Ovid and Lucan.
These are venerated and, in varying degrees, used by medieval writers. The
‘authors’ form part of the school curriculum, with an introductory set of
‘minor authors’, including Donatus the grammarian, ‘Cato’ the moralist, and
‘Aesop’ the fabulist (in Latin), for beginners. Much was lost—a number of
Roman authors and, since a knowledge of Greek became rare in the West, the
first-hand experience of Greek literature. The story of the Iliad was known
through an epitome, and Homer’s fame as a great poet survived, but since he
was a Greek, his version was deemed to be a partial one by those who liked to
think that their ancestors had been Trojans. Even more important were the
historical effects of the chaos at the end of the empire, notably the ending of
pagan culture and the disappearance of the old, educated pagan élite; what
was often lost in consequence was an urbanity, learning lightly worn and
elegantly expressed, a tolerance of differing points of view.

Because of the great changes in the cultural and social context, it is not
surprising to find some strange transformations and misunderstandings of
ancient stories and myths. What is important is that these stories and myths
do live on, in hundreds of re-tellings, paraphrases or translations, made often
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into new and excellent works of art (so that in one English romance the story
of Orpheus and Eurydice is transformed into a story of a rescue from fairyland,
and the Greek and Trojan heroes in the so-called ‘romans d’antiquité’, although
they worship ‘gods’, are in outward appearance, and in many of their inner
problems, very similar to the chivalrous heroes of the twelfth century). There
are two points of significance here: first, that there is no question of a passive
‘acceptance’ of the ‘legacy’ of the ancient world, but rather an imaginative
recasting or reinterpretation of the old stories, and second, that though some
of the results of this may seem to a rigorously ‘classical’ viewpoint decidedly
odd, it is evidence of an extraordinary closeness to and a familiarity with the
stories of antiquity which implies a continuity with the past rather than any
sort of ‘break’. The authors of the past were being used to serve the needs of
the present. At the same time, there was throughout the Middle Ages a series
of ‘classical revivals’ or renovationes, usually marked not only by a new
enthusiasm but also by a desire to improve latinity and style—notably in the
Carolingian period, in the twelfth century, as well as in the late medieval Italy
of Petrarch and his successors. Humanitas is a quality that can be found in
many medieval writers, ‘religious’ as well as ‘secular’; and one may distinguish
various forms of ‘medieval humanism’.

In terms of the life of the intellect and of the spirit there is no doubt that
the most revolutionary change was the triumph of Christianity. It endorsed
that ancient view of the universe as the ordered and harmonious creation of
God, and it offered its own vision of harmony in the vision of eternal life for
the blessed. But it also made extreme demands, and sometimes brought extreme
tensions as well as hope. Two conversions which had far-reaching effects may
be taken as examples—those of an emperor and of a professor of rhetoric. In
312, before a battle, the emperor Constantine is said to have seen a vision of
a cross of light, with the words ‘hoc signo vinces’: ‘by this sign you shall
conquer’; he was ordered to place the sign on his helmet and on those of his
men, which he did—and conquered. The great vision of the shining cross is
one which impressed itself on medieval mystical piety. But its connection with
victory and with war was no less influential. Although the ‘justness’ of a war
had to be demonstrated, the way was opened for military campaigns in support
of a militant faith, and for a great deal of bloodshed in the name of the Cross.
Another result was that a persecuted minority religion became an ‘official’
and a ‘state’ religion, which was to affect the lives of people both pious and
negligent. It also developed a complex bureaucracy (which could be a ‘way to
the top’ for talented young men of humble origins). And it became one of the
strongest centres of power, even though the claims of the papacy were not
always eagerly accepted by secular rulers or by political theorists. The
conversion of Augustine in Milan in 386 was no less significant. He was only
one among the number of the great ‘Fathers’ of the Church, but his influence
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was profound and pervasive—most obviously on theology, but not exclusively
so. The Confessions (397-8), with its interest in the inner life of the soul and
in the process of conversion and of self-knowledge, is echoed, whether strongly
or faintly, in later works of spiritual instruction and of autobiography. His
City of God (413-26), with its powerful images of the two opposing cities of
Jerusalem and Babylon, and of the Christian man as an exile from his true
home and as a pilgrim journeying through a hostile, deceitful and transitory
world, is reflected in various kinds of medieval literature. The pilgrimage and
the quest become dominant images, and the blend of faith and anxiety a
characteristic one.

The one safe generalization that can be made about medieval Christianity
is that it was complex and various. At one intellectual extreme, in the ‘schools’,
one could find highly sophisticated philosophical arguments attempting to
establish the tenets of the faith on rational and provable foundations; at
another, much evidence of ignorance and indifference, or an intense popular
piety that is often indistinguishable from magic. But this contrast was not
simply one between the ‘clerks’ and the ‘lewed’ or the lay folk. There were
ignorant and indifferent clerics, and lay men and women with a deep interest
in theology and the life of the spirit. Nor was it a case of the ‘higher’
ecclesiastical strata simply handing down an official doctrine and spirituality
to the people; the evidence suggests that the demands of popular piety were
both intense and influential (in the establishment of the cults of saints, for
instance). The parish clergy were often very close to their flocks in modes of
life and of thought, and the parish church was a social as well as a religious
focus. There was a strongly ascetic element in medieval Christianity—most
people at one point or another thought of (or were reminded of) the great gulf
between the omnipotence of God and the littleness of man, of the inevitability
of death which would bring an end to worldly pomp and pretensions, of the
wiles of the devil and of the spiritual dangers of indulging the flesh. People
were taught—though very many seem to have taken little heed of the doctrine—
that the demands of the spiritual world were of more consequence than those
of the temporal. It was the monastery above all which symbolized the ideal of
a total commitment to the life of the spirit and the contempt of the world.
Like all ideals in all periods of history, it was not always easy to maintain, but
throughout the Middle Ages the monastery, as a centre of both spirituality
and learning, made an important contribution to culture. Asceticism could
be, and was, carried to extremes, but it is important to remember that alongside
the contempt of the world expressing itself in a horror of sinful flesh, ‘the
food of worms’, there is, in the mainstream of medieval Christianity, a firm
belief in the dignity of man as the child of God.

There is also much change and development, both in doctrine (as in the
changing views of Purgatory) and in spirituality (as is often pointed out, it
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becomes the ‘fashion’ in the high and later Middle Ages to stress the human
and the pathetic aspects of the story of the Incarnation). Popular piety made
urgent demands, and beside the traditional and institutionalized spiritual
‘vehicles’ of the Church, as symbolized by cathedral, parish church and
monastery, new spiritual movements developed, sometimes persecuted,
sometimes eventually accepted (as in the case of the Franciscans). These
movements often begin with the urge to cure the corruptions and worldliness
of the church by a return to the ideal of apostolic poverty. The medieval
centuries saw the arrival of the friars (at first, significantly, often greeted with
hostility by the monks, and by the parish clergy; later, accused of slipping into
worldliness), and the establishment of béguinages and various kinds of lay
communities. There were many and various movements for reform; there
was constant argument and criticism; the church faced challenges from without
and from within. Medieval religion was far from being monolithic, or static;
it was marked rather by vitality and by tension, with the church attempting
to ‘harmonize’ these enthusiastic and sometimes potentially disruptive
movements. There were tensions also in the spiritual life of individuals:
preachers and teachers stirred the hope of eternal life in the heavenly Jerusalem
(memorably expressed in some of the great hymns—‘O quanta qualia sunt
ilia sabbata’), but also stirred anxiety about that great day of accounting at
the end of time—‘Dies irae, dies illa...’.

It would be wrong to dwell so long on medieval Christianity that it might
seem to be somehow separate from the rest of medieval culture. It was part of
the whole texture of life. The sacred and the secular often seem to have
overlapped completely, sometimes with astonishing results—in the fifteenth-
century English Second Shepherds’ Play there is a comic scene with a stolen
sheep which clearly and boldly parodies the sacred scene of the adoration of
the Christ-child that follows. Perhaps more than any other practice, that of
the pilgrimage illustrates the way in which the life of the world and the life of
the spirit could collide or coalesce. Pilgrimage was the literal expression of
that ancient idea of the Christian’s pilgrimage through life towards the heavenly
Jerusalem; it was a solemn penitential act, a symbolic journey to death (a will
had to be made, and one’s affairs put in order); it was also a spiritually
efficacious practice drawing virtue and heavenly reward from the power of
the shrine visited, whether at Jerusalem, Rome, Compostela, Walsingham,
Canterbury (the shrine of the ‘holy blisful martyr® Saint Thomas, who was
reputed to help folk ‘whan that they were seke’), or at a host of others; it was
also a way of seeing the world (as Chaucer remarks, when spring comes people
start to long to go on pilgrimage) and in some of its aspects not altogether
unlike modern tourist travel (one fifteenth-century German pilgrim rebukes
the noblemen who carve their names and their coats of arms on the holy
shrines; and Venetian galley-owners seem to have done very well from the
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pilgrim-trade to the Holy Land); it was also a way of meeting people and
making new acquaintances. Moralists sometimes spoke severely about this,
and about people like the Wife of Bath, who ‘koude muchel of wandrynge by
the weye’, but the greatest poet of medieval England made a pilgrimage his
central image of the jostling and often inharmonious world of different classes
and human types, where, as might be expected, ‘diverse folk diversely they
said’.

It would also be wrong to think only in terms of intellectual changes and
movements. Medieval literature was the product of the new societies that
emerged from the break-up of the late Roman empire, and continued to
develop, as the predominantly rural, agricultural world of the early Middle
Ages slowly and fitfully became the uneasy and relatively urbanized world of
the fifteenth century. The patterns of rural life continued (in literature the
voice of the peasant is rarely heard, unless he has been graced with a miracle
or vision like Czedmon (fI. 670), and his way of life is rarely described), but
towns grew in number and in size from the eleventh century, in a period of
relative peace and renewal. To these crowded, noisy, and often violent and
demanding centres people were attracted by the hope of wealth and the relative
freedom offered by town life. Some became cities, and many developed
considerable political power. The wealth of the great merchants and burgesses
could be used for the building of civic churches and cathedrals and for the
patronage of the arts. The towns were the cradle of the medieval universities
(although the subsequent relationship between ‘town” and ‘gown’ was often
a violent one). Guilds and fraternities could provide education, welfare services,
processions and pageants (and in the north, the great cycles of mystery plays).
Towns were the setting for ceremonies in honour of patron saints and for
fairs. They were centres to which travelling entertainers, minstrels and
storytellers brought their wares. The considerable influence of the towns on
literature does not always show itself in an obvious way—but it is obvious
enough that Dante’s turbulent relationship with his native Florence is central
to his inspiration, as are town life and mercantile values to Boccaccio’s
Decameron (1349-51), while Chaucer is pre-eminently a London poet.

The castle, which is to most modern readers a more characteristic ‘image’
of the Middle Ages, is, if we think of a crusader castle or an English castle in
Wales, a remarkable example of advanced military technology, but it could
also be a symbol of oppression (a monk-chronicler of Peterborough records
that in Stephen’s reign, evil and rapacious men “filled the land with castles’).
It could also be the splendid setting for the social life of the aristocracy (often
described in lively scenes in literature, as in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,
¢. 1375-1400). That idealization of the mores of the knightly classes, the
large and very long-lived concept of ‘chivalry’, was played out on the battlefield
but also in pageant and tournament, and was celebrated by writers, especially
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in the genre of ‘romance’ through heroes like Arthur, Gawain, Lancelot. In
this fictional world youth and love reign. From the twelfth century, there
develops an extensive vernacular literature of love in the lyrics of the
troubadours and the trouvéres, and in the immensely fashionable stories of
Tristan and Iseult or Lancelot and Guinevere. In the formation and the
dissemination of this, women (who, although their role in society was normally
highly circumscribed, could sometimes wield considerable political power and,
like the later Joan of Arc, change the course of history) seem to have played
an important role, sometimes as authors (e.g. Marie de France, or the women
troubadours), often as patrons, and always as a dominant and influential
part of the audience.

In the early and high Middle Ages, the traditional bonds of society were a
series of complex ties and obligations between a lord and his liegemen or
vassals, loosely described as ‘feudalism’. The giving of service, aid and counsel
was reciprocated by the granting of a gift, a beneficium (a fief, a grant of
land; support and protection). This produced strains, conflicts of homage,
aristocratic land-hunger and restlessness, as well as providing an apparent
pattern for stability. But its influence is felt throughout medieval literature. In
fiction at least, a lover might see himself as the vassal of his lady. And in both
fiction and life, a Christian knight could see himself as the vassal of God, an
idea which finds its finest expression in the hero’s death-scene in the Chanson
de Roland (? c. 1100), where Roland, like a good liegeman, lifts up his glove
to God as the angels bear his soul to Paradise. The immense stress on the
necessity of personal loyalty meant that ‘breaking faith’ became almost the
worst of sins, and the words for ‘traitor’ (as well as those for loyalty, faith or
‘troth’) became profoundly charged with emotion. It is significant that Dante,
who is hardly a ‘feudal’ writer, reserves the deepest places in Hell for the great
traitors—Ganelon (the betrayer of Roland) and Judas.

For most people, and for much of the time, life in the Middle Ages was far
from being an ideal ‘mirror’ of the divine harmony. Invasions, wars, rebellions
(like the Jacquerie in France in 1358, or the Peasants’ Revolt in England in
1381), and plagues (especially the terrible Black Death of 1348-9) all took
their toll. Both the great and the humble could easily fall victim to violence.
There were robbers and outlaws, who found refuge in the forests (in medieval
literature typically the setting for magical events, and the haunts of madmen
and fugitives from justice—and injustice). In sharp contrast to the orderly
harmony of the heavens, the life of man in the unstable and transitory world
below the moon seemed to moralists disorderly, sinful and without spiritual
purpose. Langland begins his Piers Plowman (c. 1367-86) with a description
of a “field full of folk’ all going about their business with little thought for
God. In this vision of the world as it is rather than as it should be, society is
full of corruption (memorably personified as Lady Meed). Many moralists,
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surveying the life around them, echoed the question, ‘How can one not be a
satirist?’ Certainly, there was a rich and various tradition of satire, not all of
it tending straightforwardly to the improvement of the world. And there were
reformers, revolutionaries, and prophetic millenarian visionaries who
proclaimed that the end of the world was foretold by the coming of an
Antichrist or by the dawning of the third and final Age of the Spirit.

In order to maintain his faith in the immanent justice of God a medieval
person must have needed all the fortitude extolled by the moralists and all the
consolation offered by the church. But it would be misleading to exaggerate
the ‘disharmony’ of medieval life. Most of Europe at various periods enjoyed
times of peace and prosperity. Nor should one underestimate the capacity of
human beings to endure and to carry on. And as in all traditional societies, a
round of rituals and ceremonies and festivals—religious, agrarian, civic—
maintained and ensured continuity. The desire for stability and order is reflected
in the ‘mirrors for princes’, the books of instruction for rulers on how to
govern a realm justly and in peace. Royal pageantry—coronations, marriages,
progresses, solemn funerals—celebrated and by implication urged the stable
continuity of the kingdom.

There were also intellectual patterns of harmony. The ideal merging of rest
and action was to be found in heaven, but some mystics attempted to glimpse
it on earth through contemplation. A characteristic emphasis on reason can
be seen not only in the intricate and compendious Summae of the philosophers,
but in the way Reason appears as a personified character in some philosophical
poems. These patterns could also be found in the contemplation and study of
the orderly universe. There was much discussion of the numerological
mysteries, and of the numerological basis of music (Boethius distinguished
musica mundana, the music of the universe, expressing the principle of concord
through numerical ratios, musica humana, the harmony of the microcosm of
man, the concord of body and soul, and the equilibrium of man’s ‘temperament’
(a word which still reflects these ancient views), and musica instrumentalis,
the music made by man, which should imitate the harmony of the spheres
and follow its laws of proportion). In his Parliament of Fowls (c. 1380),
Chaucer shows Nature—the viceregent of God—maintaining the order and
continuity of life in the diversity of species. The Middle Ages saw considerable
progress in many areas of scientific thought (thanks to the Arabs, much of
Greek science had been rediscovered). And this interest in science was shared
by creative writers. Here the most notable example is Chaucer, the most
scientifically minded of the great English poets. He wrote A Treatise on the
Astrolabe and possibly The Equatorie of the Planetis, and, although he self-
deprecatingly remarks in his House of Fame (c. 1374-85) that he is too old to
‘learn of stars’, he seems to have had a knowledge of quite up-to-date
astronomy. Dante, too, had scientific interests; and from our point of view, it
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is of interest that at the end of Paradiso, when he describes ‘la dolce sinfonia
dell’altro Paradiso’, his vision of the wheel of the blessed is one of harmonious
movement (‘but now my desire and will, like a wheel that spins with even
motion, were revolved by the Love that moves the sun and the other stars’).

Medieval literature is the product of a ‘traditional’ society, one that prized
the handing on of beliefs, mores and stories. ‘Old books’ is a term of approval—
as against ‘novelty’. There is in fact much innovation and individuality, but it
is often carefully disguised (the story, we will be told, really comes from an
old book, or the experience occurred in a dream—as if our easy modern
acceptance of the ‘truth’ of fiction did not come so easily then). The art of the
medieval writer consisted largely in the playing of delicate variations (rather
in the manner of a musical composer) on traditional forms, matter and
formulas. It is important, too, to remember that the central ‘literary’ tradition,
with its connections with classical antiquity, its ‘authors’ and its ‘books’ and
its manuals of rhetoric, is far from being the only, or indeed the most important
one. Although literacy seems to have increased during the course of the Middle
Ages, it was never widespread, and ‘literacy’ in the narrower sense of an
ability to read and write Latin was even more limited. But there was a very
important non-literary culture. As in many traditional societies, beliefs and
examples were handed on very often by word of mouth, by parents, nurses,
older people. What is now called ‘oral literature’ was of great importance.
There are many references to the ‘singing’ or ‘telling’ or ‘hearing’ of stories;
and it seems likely that there was a variety of ways of performing such works.
Even the more ‘literary’ authors seem to have had a very close (and to a
modern author, an enviably close) relationship with their audience. It is
important not to think of ‘oral/popular’ and ‘literate/learned/courtly’ cultures
as quite opposed and separate entities. There was constant interaction—a
folk-tale or a motif from a popular story or song would be taken up and used
and changed by a more literary writer; stories and forms from the ‘higher’
culture would find their way into the oral tradition. And literature, whether
‘written’ or ‘oral’, was only one of the ‘media’ by which instruction and
entertainment came. There were the visual images of drama and pageantry.
Pictures (used by the church in windows and wall-paintings as ‘laymen’s
books’) were also important. The poet Villon (c. 1431-63) imagines his old
mother saying: I am a poor old woman who knows nothing and has never
read a letter. In my parish church I see Paradise painted, where there are
harps and lutes, and a Hell where the damned are boiled. The one frightens
me, the other gladdens and rejoices me’ (Testament, 893-8).

Much of medieval literature has been lost, and much no doubt was never
written down, but what has survived shows an extraordinary variety of forms
and genres. Some are continuations or developments of those of the literature
of antiquity; others (like some of the specifically Christian genres, such as the
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miracle play) have no connection with classical antiquity. And there is a similar
linguistic variety. Medieval Latin was the language of the ‘clerks’, and used as
a still living language; it produced a fine literature, by no means limited to
works of doctrine and devotion, but including plays (secular as well as
religious), sharp satires, and many very secular lyrics (like those in the famous
twelfth-century Carmina Burana) as well as hymns and sacred songs. But
even its greatest achievements were matched and often overshadowed by those
of the vernacular literatures. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the courtly
culture of France was dominant and influential: the fashionable romances
(often with stories coming from Celtic sources—Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
account of the history of the Britons, and especially of the rise and fall of the
great king Arthur seems to have started something of a ‘Celtic revival’) spread
to Italy, to Scandinavia, to Germany.

The development of English literature in this period has some distinctive
features. It is a remarkable and a fortunate fact of history that a large and
varied body of early writing in Old English or ‘Anglo-Saxon’ has survived—
including some impressive poetry written in a form of alliterative verse. This
literary tradition was not an entirely isolated one: there was a thriving tradition
of ‘Anglo-Latin’ writing with which it had connections, as it did with the
‘central’ (and predominantly religious) European Latin tradition. However,
with the Norman Conquest of 1066, English was no longer the language of
the new upper classes, whose literature was in French—and in the characteristic
local variety that developed, Anglo-Norman (the literature in Anglo-Norman
is diverse and by no means ‘provincial’: it produces, for instance, one of the
great Tristan romances). Writings in Latin continue throughout the period.
The scattered remains of English writing from the late twelfth century on are
usually humble, and in a language which, not surprisingly, has undergone
some deep changes. But in the fourteenth century, the status of English improves
(and gradually Anglo-Norman fades away), and from the second half of this
century we have a dazzling array of works—Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,
Pearl, Piers Plowman, and other poems written in a form of the old alliterative
metre; the writings of Chaucer and Gower show an easy elegance and a
familiarity with French and Latin literature, and in the case of Chaucer,
England’s first vernacular poet of European stature, a remarkable knowledge
of Italian. Two results of this curious cultural history deserve mention: there
is, firstly, compared with continental literatures, often a kind of ‘time-lag’—
prose romances, for instance, which appear in French in the thirteenth century,
are not found in English until the fifteenth. On the other hand, literature of a
‘popular’ kind is well represented in the surviving remains.

No one can fix a date on which the ‘Middle Ages’ ended and the
‘Renaissance’ began. The best that can be done is to isolate some changes and
developments (many of which certainly have ‘medieval’ roots) which gradually
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spread alongside older traditional patterns. These changes are economic and
social, and intellectual. The invention and spread of printing in the second
half of the fifteenth century, for instance, eventually produced something of a
cultural ‘revolution’, but it is easy to exaggerate both its effects and the speed
at which it occurred (in Northern Europe for a long time, printed books looked
like, and were usually treated as if they were, manuscript books; and the
tastes of both printers and readers seems to have been generally conservative).
It is possible to argue that much of the impetus for the Reformation came
from within late medieval religion itself. And alongside the older kinds of
‘medieval humanism’ there developed the so-called ‘New Learning’, the last
and the most influential of the medieval renovationes of classical antiquity.
The intense devotion to the authors of antiquity that pervades the life of
Chaucer’s older contemporary Petrarch, who played such an influential role
in this, takes us back to our starting-point. His imitation of Virgil, the Africa
(conceived in 1333, abandoned in the 1350s), celebrates Scipio and the history
of the struggle between Rome and Carthage (‘my Cicero’ was one of his
favourite authors, and Scipio, whom he takes to exemplify both Roman and
Christian virtues, one of his heroes). It is incomplete, and in one way is a
lament for the glories of the past. Petrarch’s view of the present and of the
future also tended to be a melancholy one, but in his successors the idea of the
break with the classical past became a real and a rigid one.

But there are continuities at the end of the period as well as at its beginning.
If the schoolchildren of the Renaissance were brought up on ‘chaste’ Latin,
and if they were instilled with religious views that were in dogmatic content
either different from those of earlier times, or stricter, much about their world
view remained very similar. The old scientific view of the cosmos that we saw
in the Sommnium Scipionis lived on for a very long time. Men who were prepared
to kill each other for the sake of doctrine often expressed their personal
devotion in very similar ways, which are the direct or the indirect descendants
of the emphases and the practices of medieval ‘affective’ piety (examples may
be found in The Book of Common Prayer, or in the Lutheran chorales so
movingly set by Bach). And there are continuities in literature, both
sophisticated (as in The Faerie Queene) and popular (as in the ballads).
Antiquarian and historical interest in the period and its culture continued and
was joined in the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries by a Romantic
rediscovery of the middle Ages, which produced some fine as well as some
extraordinary works of art.

These two strands have continued to interweave in our more modern
attempts to understand the literature of the medieval past. The first good
‘edition’ of the text of The Canterbury Tales by Tyrwhitt in 1775 was a
premonition of a long series. Much more has been discovered about the elusive
‘context’ of medieval literature—about the history and development of the
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vernacular languages and their varieties, for instance. Here the historical
research of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has made vital contributions:
in our understanding of philosophical concepts and modes of argument, of
ideological concepts such as ‘chivalry’, of the structures of medieval society
(as in the work of Marc Bloch, 1961, and others); literary students have been
able to draw on the work of historians of art to illuminate images and
iconographic patterns in their texts, on the work of historians of music—and
on the twentieth-century movement to restore ‘authentic’ performances and
instruments—and on the work of anthropologists in understanding ‘traditional
society’ and oral literature. Some medieval authors early established a
‘canonical’ position—notably, Dante in Italy, and in England Chaucer, who is
acclaimed as a leading poet from the early fifteenth century (and who provokes
the first distinguished criticism of an English medieval author, in Dryden’s
splendid seventeenth-century appreciation). Other writers and works slip out
of sight, and are rediscovered by enthusiastic later critics. Thomas Warton’s
History of English Poetry (1774-81) treats a wide range of the earlier literature:
it is remarkable for the breadth of its knowledge and for the sympathy of its
judgements. From the end of the nineteenth century, medieval literature became
a subject for academic university criticism, and the products of this in general
reflect the changing emphases and fashions of that discipline. However, the
particular characteristics of the literature have meant that the criticism has
usually been more attentive to the historical contexts, and more wholeheartedly
comparativist in scope (as in the work of W.P.Ker, 1897) than that of later
periods has been. Distinctive too has been a tension (often a creative one)
between a ‘Romantic’ enthusiasm for early literature, leading, for instance, to
a stress on the quality of individuality, and a firmly non-romantic approach,
which would stress the importance of tradition and convention (seen, for
instance, in the work of E.R.Curtius, 1953, on rhetorical topics). More recently,
structuralist, post-structuralist, feminist and neo-historicist studies have
appeared. Rather interestingly, medieval literary works have always presented
some of the problems that these later theories have had to address: the frequent
absence of the ‘author’, the instability of the ‘text’, the fragmentary context,
the sense of difference or ‘alterity’ alongside the flash of recognition, and so
on. In the end, however, it is the quality of the best medieval literature that is
its true memorial—as Edwin Muir in his Autobiography says of his discovery
of medieval art in Ttaly: ‘things truly made preserve themselves through time
in the first freshness of their nature.’
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GEORGE PARFITT

This essay is being written in the twentieth century, at a time when (at least in
some academies) long-held views about the nature of literature and literary
criticism are being overhauled or displaced. In considering what the term ‘the
Renaissance’ means, [ am aware that prevailing definitions have their origins
in times before my own, and that I am inevitably influenced both by these
definitions and by a process of redefinition which is continuing as I write.

Collins English Dictionary (1979) defines ‘renaissance’ simply as ‘revival’
or ‘rebirth’, but it describes ‘the Renaissance’ in epochal language as ‘the
period of European history marking the waning of the Middle Ages and the
rise of the modern world; usually considered as beginning in Italy in the 14th
century’. If this period definition is applied only to England, it needs to be
added that the English Renaissance is usually understood to begin no sooner
than the start of the sixteenth century. If we link ‘the Renaissance’, as
description of a period, with ‘renaissance’, defined as ‘rebirth/revival’, however,
we clearly have an evaluative description. This much is perhaps intimated
even in Collins’s phrase about ‘the waning of the Middle Ages’, which certainly
suggests that medievalism in the period is something enervated and in process
of being replaced by a new dynamic: Death is giving way to (new) Birth. So
far as England is concerned, there is also perhaps the sense that until ‘the
Renaissance’ reached these shores from Italy this was a barbaric province in
Europe’s cultural empire.

So it is misleading to consider ‘the Renaissance’ as merely a period term.
To use it in a purportedly neutral way (in the sense, say, of ‘the reign of
Victoria’) is to suppress recognition of the term’s value-laden basis. How
judgemental ‘the Renaissance’ is becomes clearer when we notice that the
basic meaning ‘rebirth’ requires the question ‘rebirth of what?’; to which the
stock answer for the historical period is ‘classicism’. That which is born again
must have been dead, and in so far as we think of rebirths as good events, we
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must presumably consider deaths as bad. So the Middle Ages are to be seen as
a period which lacked the good which is classicism. Moreover, if we develop
the valuation involved in the idea of ‘the Renaissance’ as classicism reborn
and go on to seek out this valuation in sixteenth-century England, we shall
find ourselves noticing and valuing some phenomena (say, Surrey’s translation
of Virgil into blank verse) while deprecating or ignoring others (perhaps the
last gasps of the native alliterative tradition). The organic nature of the image
of birth/death/rebirth will also encourage us to think cyclically, tracing
development and decline in a way which unites period and evaluation: as the
Middle Ages wane and the modern world rises, we move into a period of
vitality and juvenescence.

This account might suggest that ‘the Renaissance’ is less useful as a term
for a period in toto than as a description of a tendency within a period; a
tendency to be regarded with approval because associated with a rebirth of
classicism. But it is also obvious that, in so far as ‘the Renaissance’ can be
defined in value terms, it can be detached from any single period, along lines
familiar in uses of expressions such as ‘romanticism’ or ‘classicism’ itself. All
that is needed is to remove the capital letter. Even the capital may be retained
where ‘Renaissance’ is qualified or used metaphorically. Thus, if ‘the
Renaissance’ is equated with fourteenth-century Italy’s alleged rediscovery of
the classics, it must be either paradox or metaphor to speak of a Twelfth
Century Renaissance (the title of a book by Christopher Brooke, 1969). When
we speak of ‘a Renaissance man’, we are likely to mean one with virtues we
associate with the period of ‘the Renaissance’. But if we reunite period and
valuation to describe a tendency within an epoch it follows that we need
other terms for whatever in the period ignores or resists this tendency. So we
may use ‘medieval’ in the sense of old-fashioned or downright bad, or we
may toy with the word ‘Reformation’. But the latter dazzles rather than
clarifies: is ‘Reformation’ part of ‘the Renaissance’ or in opposition to it?
How far is it useful as a parallel term, signifying the reformation of religion,
as distinct from a secular reformation (‘Renaissance’)?

Keeping these uncertainties in mind, and accepting that ‘the Renaissance’ is
fundamentally an evaluative term descriptive of a tendency within a period, we
can turn to fleshing out the word. Collins refers to ‘intensified classical
scholarship” and to ‘the assertion of the active and secular over the religious
and contemplative life’, while adding associations with ‘scientific and
geographical discovery’ and ‘a sense of individual human potentialities’. It is
hardly difficult to set these against versions of medievalism, seen as incorporating
a Christianity hostile to the classics; scholasticism; advocacy of the contemplative
life; deprecation of individualism and physicality. But (leaving aside that this
travesties the Middle Ages) it is easy to argue that such antitheses are too crude
to be of much use, or that they are most useful as a rough guide to battles
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within the period of ‘the Renaissance’. So we might consider the idea of a battle
between ‘waning’ medievalism and ‘rising’ Renaissance; yet the contest was
less unbalanced than this may suggest. Struggles between New Learning and
Old (‘old’ Aristotle and ‘new’ Plato) remain lively in England to the end of the
sixteenth century and beyond. And if Columbus’s discovery of the Americas in
1492 is symptomatic of Renaissance discovery, what do we call Galileo’s troubles
of more than a century later? A ‘sense of human potentialities’ never really
triumphs in sixteenth-century England. Marlowe’s Faustus and Shakespeare’s
Hamlet are classics of a struggle to realize potential, but hardly signifiers of
success in such a struggle, while the idea of human fulfilment is pretty decisively
swamped in early seventeenth-century drama (has ‘the Renaissance’ ended by
the time of Sejanus and The Revenger’s Tragedy?). Spirituality remains strong
throughout the sixteenth century, both as an inheritance from the Middle Ages
and in such phenomena as the theologies of Reform and Neoplatonism. Indeed,
the history of the century in England could be written as a conflict between
religious and secular impulses, and it would be absurd to speak of such a conflict
as one of the waning of the former and rising of the latter: absurd because
grossly over-simple.

There is yet another dimension which should inform our sense of ‘the
Renaissance’, this being a social one. Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano (published
1528) is a classic of the European Renaissance, while Thomas Hoby’s
translation (1561) is a classic of the English Renaissance. Castiglione’s concerns
include the fashioning of the Renaissance courtier or gentleman. These two
terms are not synonymous, for a gentleman need not belong to a court, but
they overlap (a courtier will be a gentleman, and a gentleman should be
courteous) and they help to define a socio-cultural nexus which relates ‘the
Renaissance’ to the ideas of the courtly and genteel; and thus to the possession
of, or aspiration to, wealth, power and an ostensibly cultured lifestyle.
‘Gentleman’, because of the elasticity and relatively open nature of the category
in England, should warn us from too heavy a stress on exclusivity. A Sidney
may be marked as genteel by birth, but a mere Shakespeare may end his life
armigerous. There is, however, a clear link between the values associated
with ‘the Renaissance’ and the concept of gentility; and this link may be seen
materially. Most specifically, you need to have money to possess or even visit
art objects and to claim the leisure to develop your human potentiality; most
generally, you need both education and self-consciousness to participate in
‘the Renaissance’, at least as defined above.

We are now saying that ‘the Renaissance’ indicates a minority or élite
tendency within a period, from which it follows that most people in the period
did not participate in ‘the Renaissance’—and could not. There is little in ‘the
Renaissance’ for peasants of either sex, and probably not much for artisans
either. The emphasis on the idea of the gentlesan and the fact that so many

84



THE RENAISSANCE

of the products of ‘the Renaissance’ are male-made means that ‘the
Renaissance’ continues to use women rather than freeing them or encouraging
any sense of individual female potentiality. It can be argued that sixteenth-
century England saw increased opportunities for some on the fringes of gentility
(and for a very few beyond the fringes), but the objective remains participation
in the genteel or, more exactly, the acquisition of a culture which has a strong
genteel focus. In either case the hegemony of gentility remains.

Defining ‘the Renaissance” has fascinated academics of the twentieth century,
and there has been sturdy resistance, amounting almost to an academic Counter-
Reformation, to the equating of ‘medieval’ with waning or bad. (To make matters
still more complicated, it should be remembered that such a key figure of the
English Renaissance as Edmund Spenser also rejected this equation.) But
discussions have tended to accept the perspectives, valuings and social focus of
‘the Renaissance’ as defined above. Humanism is good; classicism is desirable;
gentility is to be endorsed. So Sir Philip Sidney remains a role-model for men,
and, in some quarters, females are still expected to aspire to be Stella, as defined/
made by the male poet of Astrophil and Stella (1591). If we recall the enormous
influence of Jacob Burckhardt’s The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy
([1860] 1944) we shall notice that such views are mainly orthodoxies of the
nineteenth century, contributing to a Whiggish, progressive construct, as in
Collins’s ‘waning’ and ‘rising’. We might then wonder just how valuable such a
‘Renaissance’ is in our own time. But before this is considered further, it is
necessary to look briefly at two shifts of perspective in literary studies of the
sixteenth century in England which took place earlier in our century, and which
are intimately associated with each other.

These shifts both involve a reaction against a view of the English Renaissance
which sees the court of Elizabeth I as central to a body of achievement in
poetry, music and drama (and, to a lesser extent, in the plastic arts) which
made England a Renaissance state comparable with France and Spain. Such
an account virtually reduces ‘the Renaissance’ in England to a High
Renaissance of some twenty-five years, positing a false dawn early in the
century, a period of ‘drabness’ (medievalism) and then, with, say, the
publication of Spenser’s Shepheardes Calender in 1579, the true rebirth. One
reaction against this account (to concentrate on verse) has involved the
upgrading of Wyatt (as against the more ‘Elizabethan’ Surrey), some favourable
reassessment of George Gascoigne, and attention to the poetry associated
with Ralegh and Greville; all this at the expense of Sidney and Spenser. The
second shift, which can be said to have prompted the first, has worked either
by virtually ignoring the English High Renaissance or by contrasting it
unfavourably with another ‘renaissance’, which occurs after 1600 and is best
known, in poetry, by the labels “The School of Donne’ and “The Tribe of Ben’.

One of the things which Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590, 1596) signifies
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is the quintessence of the English Renaissance epic. As such, it stands as a
monument to its author’s awareness of the classics, his understanding of the
importance of the idea of the gentleman and his sense of the potential of both
the individual and the nation. Aesthetically, although incomplete, it can (with
some effort) be considered High Renaissance art in its organization of parts
into a harmonious, unified whole and in its decorative elaboration and
refinement. The reaction against such verse as Spenser’s has involved a turning
away from epic to lyric (as happened also to Milton) and specifically to a type
of lyric which is strong-lined rather than mellifluous, rhythmically various,
syntactically compressed and, in its imagery, recherché rather than conventional
and relatively accessible: from Spenser to Donne. And although the great early
markers of this shift are H.J.C.Grierson’s edition of Donne (1912), and his
anthology of metaphysical poets (1921), it is more useful here to link the shift
with the precepts and practice of T.S.Eliot, because this underlines the historicity
of the shift itself, associating it with Eliot’s interest in the modernism of some
nineteenth-century French poets and of his own creative writing. What survives
of Spenserianism in The Waste Land (1922) are fragments, ripe for parody, and
questioning the relevance of such a Renaissance for Eliot’s time.

For some years Eliot was much admired by ER.Leavis, by Scrutiny (the
periodical with which Leavis was so closely associated) and by the New
Criticism. Leavis resented the suggestion that he and his followers understressed
the sixteenth century, and it is true that Leavisian attitudes led to serious
attention to Wyatt and to efforts to revive the reputation of such as Gascoigne.
But Leavis’s own practice makes his resentment seem faintly absurd, for in
his Revaluation (1936) English poetry of the sixteenth century scarcely exists.
In effect, the story begins with Donne (although there have to be frequent
nervous reminders of Shakespeare). It is the seventeenth century which matters,
and its heroes are Donne, Jonson and Marvell, who are to be seen in a native
tradition rather than a classical one. The key words are now ‘maturity’ and
‘civilized’, rather than ‘courtly’ and ‘genteel’. The method of Scrutiny and
New Criticism, moreover, was Practical Criticism, democratic in its deprecation
of prior knowledge and therefore of the need for libraries. Some, noting the
social origins of such as ER. and Q.D.Leavis and L.C.Knights, have been
tempted to see this shift in terms of the bourgeoisie revolting against genteel
hegemony. Part of the revenge would be to subvert the great models of the
traditional account of the English Renaissance, replacing these with the urban
(rather than courtly) Donne, Jonson and Marvell. However, the Scrutiny
movement was itself, in the final analysis, élitist and, being ahistoricist, could
scarcely be expected to spend much time defining ‘the Renaissance’. Spenser’s
court may have been decentred and its place taken by Donne’s Inns of Court.
Leavis may have hoped that the editor of the Times Literary Supplement and
the Director-General of the BBC would lose their cultural places to Downing
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College, Cambridge. But the Inns of Court were genteel institutions and
Downing is part of an exclusive academy.

Leavis and Scrutiny constituted the most important movement in English
literary criticism from the early 1940s into the 1970s, but the movement did
not lack opponents, among whom were EW.Bateson, E.M.W.Tillyard and
C.S.Lewis. The relevant controversies concerned both methodology and
valuings, including views of ‘the Renaissance’. Lewis, a champion of the
medieval, nevertheless upholds ‘the Renaissance’ (Elizabethan) against the
‘drabness’ of sixteenth-century medievalism. Both he and Tillyard stand by
Spenser, while Bateson (at odds with Leavis over method) has something of
his opponent’s apparent lack of interest in the Elizabethan Renaissance. But
even these disagreements seem to accept a paradigm while arguing over
personnel. The cast may be changed, but the play remains much the same—
the harmonious world of Tillyard’s The Elizabethan World Picture (1943).

What is lacking in both the orthodoxy and the reaction is any real questioning
of the acceptance of genteel hegemony. The effort of Scrutiny included a rewriting
of the canon of great English literature, and the effort was, in part, salutary. But
Scrutiny’s essays into social history make it clear that the rewriting was based
on a sentimental view of a rural past of hierarchic contentment. The gentry
remain in place. But a view of ‘the Renaissance’ is now slowly being developed
which marks a potentially radical departure from almost everything so far
outlined. A central statement (perhaps better described as an adumbration)
comes in Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City (1973).

Formally speaking, Williams’s book neither attempts an account of ‘the
Renaissance’ nor concerns itself much with the sixteenth century. Williams
makes it clear in his introductory chapter that he is writing an account of the
country-and-city theme from the conscious perspective of his own roots in
the England-Wales borderlands. The subjectivity which Williams acknowledges
is important in itself, since it marks a break with the essentialism of the
Arnoldian tradition, but it is perhaps more significant that Williams identifies
himself with the native radical tradition, for it is this, imparting a class
dimension to his book, which informs the attack on Country House poetry
that is central to its Renaissance section.

Williams’s approach to poems like Jonson’s “To Penshurst’ is by way of a
critique of pastoral, in which he argues that the history of pastoral is marked
by the progressive widening of a gap between Nature and Art. Crudely put,
Williams sees “To Penshurst’ as excluding that in Nature which is manifest
in labour and the peasant, in the interests of showing solidarity with the
gentry. Although Williams’s account is inadequate (involving a
misunderstanding of the generic nature of such poems as “To Penshurst’)
and although it is highly specific in its concentration upon one type of early
seventeenth-century poem, his writing has important implications for our
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sense of ‘the Renaissance’. The view exemplified by the ‘Age of Shakespeare’
volume of the Pelican Guide to English Literature (ed. Ford, 1955) sees the
strength of the period as inhering in the union of classical and popular, but
this endorsement of the popular is literary rather than socio-political, and
does not of itself seriously question the gentility principle of orthodox views.
Williams, however, implies a critical perspective which is mainly interested
in the viewpoints of the marginalized elements in society, a perspective which
may be associated with those of such Marxist historians as Rodney Hilton
(1977) and Christopher Hill (1958). If Country House poetry is to be viewed
with suspicion as propaganda for the gentry (and if we remember that such
verse functions within monarchic views of the responsibility of the gentry),
it follows that the strong tendency in orthodox views of ‘the Renaissance’
to identify with courtly and genteel values may itself be questioned. Sir
Philip Sidney may cease to be our role-model and we may prefer to remember
that Sir Robert Sidney, occasional dweller at Penshurst, showed tendencies
to boorishness and alcoholism.

The radical critique of an aspect of gentryism makes Williams’s book an
important introduction to that which is distinctive in contemporary thinking
about ‘the Renaissance’, even though the changes we are concerned with are
as yet far from decisive.

It was suggested above that Williams offers a perspective to set against one
which, in effect, offers Sidney and Stella as models. In this sense, Williams is
hinting at the possibility of alternatives to the orthodoxy and to the revision
of it which can be found earlier in our century. Among these alternatives is a
new (or renewed) historicism and the acceptance of the idea that ‘the
Renaissance’ might be seen as plural rather than monolithic. Williams’s class
politics have not been followed up to any great extent and the emphasized
texts in standard accounts of the period of the English Renaissance have
remained much the same as in the orthodox versions. How true the latter
point is can be seen by a glance at the index to Gary Waller’s English Poetry
in the Sixteenth Century (1986). But even slight shifts of emphasis are
important, cumulatively representing quite major changes. This is partly a
matter of giving more prominence to such satirists as Marston and Hall in the
late sixteenth century, and to a prose writer like Thomas Nashe. But rather
more important is the rewriting of standard figures. To emphasize the
Protestantism of Sidney, for example, is to reduce concern with his poetics as
purely aesthetic; to study patronage in socio-economic terms reduces
essentialism; and to attend to the satirists of the Inns of Court is to stare at the
face of cynicism and social unease, instead of at that of a Milliard miniature.
Wyatt, Gascoigne, Ralegh and Donne, among others, can be read in terms of
suspicion, struggle and failure—the world of Lacey Baldwin Smith’s account
of Tudor paranoia (Treason in Tudor England, 1986). The change can be
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summed up by a view of Spenser which regards his effort to articulate orthodox
Elizabethan attitudes to Justice—in Book Five of The Faerie Queene—as of
interest because it fails. Another symbol would be finding Rafe’s silence at
the end of Thomas Dekker’s The Shoemaker’s Holiday (c. 1600) as important
as the play’s statement of accord between monarch and people.

Deconstruction of orthodox views of what is of prime importance in the
English literary Renaissance may be connected with the revisionism of recent
work in Tudor history (see, for instance, The Reign of Elizabeth 1, ed. Haigh,
1984) and with the revival of historicism in literary studies, with its emphasis
on particularity at the expense of essentialism. At the same time, concepts of
the singularity of the text come into question when we notice, for instance,
pressures from modern feminism. So far as ‘the Renaissance’ is concerned,
this is of particular interest since the English High Renaissance is headed by a
woman—Elizabeth 1. The cult of Elizabeth is essentially a male construct
(with whatever willing compliance by the queen herself). It is an elaborate
definition of what women should be, as seen by men. There is, so far as I
know, as yet no full-scale analysis of the myth by a feminist historian, but
there are signs that the male-dominated view of Renaissance women which
the myth enshrines is beginning to be called into question. This is partly through
interest in writings of the period actually by women and partly through re-
examination of how women are represented by male authors. Stella is looking
unsteady on her pedestal, and the witches in Macbeth are being rethought
and revalued.

Potentially, this adds up to a fundamental shift, from ‘genteel’ to
‘marginalized’ and from the acceptance of the orthodox ideal of ‘the
Renaissance’ to a critique of that ideal which identifies ‘genteel” as the enemy,
doubts the efficacy of humanism and wonders about the respect traditionally
given to classicism. What then begins to seem of most interest is what is
suggested by such words as ‘flaw’, ‘tension’, ‘subversion” and ‘resistance’ (to
dominant ideologies). Some of this was foreshadowed in New Criticism, but
the latter’s emphasis on the School of Donne was almost wholly without
historical context, remaining idealist and lacking the materiality which is a
feature of contemporary thinking about ‘the Renaissance’.

This is not to suggest that revision of ‘the Renaissance’ has yet gone very
far. If we ask what ‘the Renaissance’ means even to undergraduates today, the
answers are likely to be dispiriting, suggesting that the term has little if any
meaning to them. Given how few English undergraduates have looked at
sixteenth-century texts or studied sixteenth-century history in school, this is
hardly surprising. Even if there is some notion of the English Renaissance, the
continental version will almost certainly be an unknown area. Such purchase
as there is for ‘new thinking’ is almost wholly within higher education, and
very patchy even there. So far as many teachers are concerned in England ‘the
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Renaissance’ poses no problems: it exists and must, with acquiescence, be
learnt.

Depressing as such thoughts are, they provide a good reason why the shift
described should be welcomed, for it provides the possibility of reviving ‘the
Renaissance’. It is proper that awareness of orthodoxies and literary canons
should be accompanied by alertness to the value systems which have gone into
the construction of the orthodoxies and canons. Certainly, any socialist (at
least) who permits either of these to become anaesthetized from a sociopolitical
dimension is a traitor, or a neuter. For many, in higher education as outside it,
consciousness of such orthodoxies and canons must be accompanied by a sense
of being outsiders in relation to them. Typically, outsiders are only admitted to
participation in orthodoxies and canons on the latter’s terms (a process which
may be largely unconscious on both sides). Here again, a socialist should be
particularly alert to the situation, for to take on trust anything in a social
organization which you want to change fundamentally is to volunteer for the
handcuffs. The result of such alertness should not be to ignore the cultural
products of such an organization, denying that there is anything to be learnt
from studying such phenomena and the materials which are their constituents.
To hate the formations of power articulated by the court of Elizabeth I is proper,
and may entail a final rejection of most of the literature generated by that
court, but to ignore or write out that court and its products as topics for study
is to handicap yourself hopelessly. To become aware of the cracks in such
monoliths as The Faerie Queene is to begin to see that other formulations are
possible but it is also to see how implicated we are in dominant, even if manifestly
imperfect, systems. Few have denied that Book Five of that poem suggests a
poet struggling to shape his material into coherence, and some have posited
that this was so because Spenser had allowed his idealist ‘poetic’ impulse to
become coarsened (complicated?) by too much reality. Another way of putting
this would be to say that the view of justice this book seems anxious to endorse
is admirable, but that the dramatization of this view is unsatisfactory because
the contemporary figures and situations in the allegory do not comfortably
enact the basic view. All would have been well if Lord Grey had been better at
governing Ireland and if the Irish would only have seen where their true interest
lay.

Which gives the game away. If only slaves would see the beneficence of the
institution; if only Hindus would understand how absurd their devotion to
cows is; if only women would realize how they provoke men... The real
importance of Book Five of The Faerie Queene is not that Spenser has chosen
poor illustrations of a good case, but that he seeks to endorse a case which is
itself bad. The oppressive enactment of authoritarian ‘justice’ is evil, whatever
the particular manifestation. But there is a further point, which is that to
encounter Book Five is to recognize how powerful its Justice is and to see
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(when the mask drops) how shameful are its operations. A traditional view of
‘the Renaissance’ sees humanism as a good, and must see the expressed
objectives of The Faerie Queene as participating in this version of Good. It
must therefore try to defend Spenser’s Justice, if necessary by drawing on
essentialist philosophies. If, however, we adopt the position of the critical
outsider, we are, if not liberated, at least in contact with the possibility of
becoming liberated.

As the last few paragraphs have perhaps suggested, much of the ‘new
thinking’ we are concerned with has come from writers on the political left,
while a fuller account would stress also the contributions of feminists and
gays. If the time comes when such a critique of orthodoxies amounts to real
pressure on those who endorse them, the supporters of such orthodoxies will
do well to examine for themselves the values on which the relevant ideology
is based; but that will be their concern, not mine. The sense of ‘the Renaissance’
which I regard as valuable in contemporary discussions is one which is critical
of humanist emphases (which is not the same as suggesting that all such
emphases are to be rejected out of hand) and also critical of the structures
which encouraged and endorsed them. It will seek to draw attention to what
is involved in the sort of orthodox view of ‘the Renaissance’ which was sketched
earlier in this essay and it will wish to stress the valuings which go to make up
the orthodoxy. It will be concerned with the weaknesses and evils in the
artefacts of this Renaissance. It will (or should) do these things because its
standpoint will (or should) be that of the oppressed and silenced. But it will
only have some chance of establishing its case if the viewpoint is an informed
one. So long as the ‘rabble’ in Spenser’s fifth book remains ignorant it will fall
in swathes to the flail of Talus. Autodidacts of the nineteenth century knew
this, and studied their Milton and their Shelley.
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AUGUSTANISM

DAVID NOKES

In recent years the term ‘Augustan’ has been treated to a good deal of critical
knockabout. According to Donald Greene (1967-76), the early eighteenth
century was more Augustinian than Augustan, and we might with equal logic
and greater euphony describe its literature as Mesopotamian. Maximillian E.
Novak has suggested that ‘perhaps the Brutan Age would be a more accurate
appellation since the appeal to English liberty might call on both the Brutus
who invented Roman liberty and the Brutus who was the last to defend it’
(1984, p. 2). In 1916 George Saintsbury gave his own spin to the term
‘Augustan’ in the subtitle to his book The Peace of the Augustans; ‘A Survey
of Eighteenth Century Literature as a Place of Rest and Refreshment’. Almost
sixty years later, Pat Rogers® Augustan Vision presented the same period less
as féte-champétre than as freak-show. ‘Eighteenth century England’, he wrote,
‘has a Janus-like capacity to exhibit poverty and plenty, cultivation and
ignorance, refinement and brutality’ (1974, p. 9). As Claude Rawson has
observed, ‘““Augustan” remains serviceable largely because of its near-
meaninglessness’ (19835, p. 243).

Defined in its most traditional terms, the word Augustan makes an important
ideological assumption. The OED expresses it thus: ‘Augustan: connected with
the reign of Augustus Caesar, the palmy period of Latin literature (1704). 2.
Hence, of the palmy period of purity and refinement of any national literature.’
This explicit correlation between imperial authority and literary refinement lies
at the root of critical uneasiness with the term. Used as a shorthand label,
‘Augustan’ would seem to beg a number of political questions. Hence the desire
to hit upon a term which might more accurately represent the complexities of
an age which used the imagery of imperial Rome sometimes to dignify, but
often to stigmatize political ambitions and cultural stereotypes. Dryden, among
the first to make a systematic use of the Augustan parallel, willingly embraced
its ideological implications. As Novak writes, Dryden was ‘not merely
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comfortable with the notion of a new Augustan age, but... consciously attempted
to develop an Augustan myth’ (1984, p. 2). His poem Astraea Redux, modelled
in part on Virgil’s fourth eclogue, compares the return of Charles II to England
with Octavian’s victory over Mark Antony at Actium, and goes on to prophesy
a new golden age of peace, prosperity and poetry:

O Happy Age! Oh times like those alone
By fate reserved for great Augustus Throne!
When the joint growth of Arms and Arts foreshow
The world a Monarch, and that Monarch you!
(1. 320-3)

Yet, as literary critics have recognized, the era of Augustus Caesar was as notable
for tyranny and vice as for tolerance and verse. ‘The most memorable
characteristic of Augustus’s Rome,” writes Donald Greene, ‘is that it was a
totalitarian empire ruled by a powerful and competent despot, who, in the
realm of literature, kept a stable of highly skilled writers, such as Horace and
Virgil, to write some of the most exquisite government propaganda ever
composed’ (1967-76:1975, p. 128). Is Augustanism then merely a euphemism
for imperialism? Yes, according to Laura Brown, who sees Pope’s Windsor
Forest as ‘an encoding of the aesthetic of imperialism” (19835, p. 37). For Brown,
‘Pope’s major works stand as documents of the ideological structures of the
period’ (p. 3): structures which borrow the imagery of the classical past to
mystify capitalist and imperialist impulses. Certainly, among the more
enthusiastic celebrants of a neo-Augustan culture were several, Dryden included,
who employed their literary talents to produce government propaganda. For
most twentieth-century critics, however, the significance of such panegyric
exercises is overshadowed by the volume of satires in which the language of the
Augustan myth is exaggerated into self-parody. These academic defenders of
the notion of a self-critical ‘Augustanism’ detect in the numerous re-workings
of Augustan motifs by eulogists as well as ironists, a desire to separate
iconography from ideology. Such a separation was often best achieved by
substituting a Horatian for an Augustan label, since Horace’s refusal of high
political office under Augustus offered a model of cultural independence, placing
the integrity of the artist above the inducements of the state.

Rawson has argued that for those writers most successful in naturalizing the
Augustan idiom, the intrinsic ambiguity of the parallel could itself provide a
source of imaginative independence. ‘The discreditable elements of Augustus’s
traditional reputation, so far from being mainly fuel for anti-Augustan sentiments,
were themselves a positive strength where panegyric needed to carry a latent
reservation or monitory note, or where a high political idealism needed to be
checked by a recognition of harsher realities’ (1985, p. 247). For satirists like
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Pope and Swift, whose works betray a restless oscillation between ideals of
libertarianism and authoritarianism, the imagery of Augustanism was valuable
precisely because of its capacity to function as a double standard. It provided
them with a mosaic of allusions in which the moral imperatives of art and nature
were constantly juxtaposed with the social exigencies of politics and the state.
Recent critical attempts either to rehabilitate the term Augustan by
underpinning its ideological assumptions, or to replace it altogether by some
more liberal designation (‘Horatian’, ‘Brutan’) less coloured by imperialist
connotations, suggest apparent dissatisfaction with Rawson’s notion of the
‘positive strength’ of ambiguity. For Laura Brown, the question of authorial
intentions is irrelevant; the ideology of imperialism is inseparable from the
iconography of Augustanism. Thus, despite the explicit critique of capitalism
offered in Pope’s Epistle to Bathurst, she has no hesitation in classifying the
poem as an ‘Imperialist Work” whose rhetoric of ‘consumer-fetishism...accepts
and even celebrates the system that the poem locally satirizes’ (1985, p. 111).
Unhappiness with the totalitarian connotations of the ‘Augustan’ label has
influenced discussion not only of the themes, but also of the forms of the literature
so designated. Johnson confirmed that it was Dryden whose poetry, both in
style and subject-matter, first embodied the Augustan ethos: “What was said of
Rome, adorn’d by Augustus, may be applied by an easy metaphor to English
poetry embellish’d by Dryden; lateritiam invenit; marmoream reliquit, he found
it brick and left it marble’ (ed. 1952, vol. 1, p. 332). It is worth pausing to
consider the exact term of Johnson’s ‘easy metaphor’. The words ‘adorn’d’ and
‘embellish’d’ suggest not some fundamental reconstruction, but rather a classical
face-lift. Such marmoreal embellishments of Augustan verse as the regularized
iambic line and ‘heroic’ couplet provide poetry with the dignity of a public
institution. Yet beneath the classical cladding the original foundations remain
intact. This notion was enthusiastically endorsed by twentieth-century critics
anxious to discern the lineaments of a vernacular tradition beneath the classical
fagade of Augustan poetry. In a series of influential essays, ER.Leavis ([1936]
1964), T.S.Eliot ([1921] 1932) and Maynard Mack ([1949] 1959) endeavoured
to trace back the ‘line of wit’ in Pope’s poetry, via Dryden, to native origins in
the work of Donne. What is particularly interesting about these attempts to
present Dryden and Pope as latter-day Metaphysicals, is the way in which their
terminology reproduces political concerns characteristic of critical debate in
the eighteenth century itself. At root the issue turns upon an assumed dichotomy
between a native quality of the imagination, usually associated with Shakespeare
and Donne, and a form of alien cultural imperialism, represented by the ‘rules’
of neo-classicism, which is arbitrary, doctrinaire, but above all, foreign. ‘Dryden’s
genius’, wrote Leavis, ‘comes out in a certain native English strength; the strength
that led Hopkins to say of him: “He is the most masculine of our poets; his style
and his rhythms lay the strongest stress of all our literature on the naked thew
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and sinew of the English language™’ ([1936] 1964, p. 33). For Leavis, the ‘line
of wit” which came to an end with Pope, produced a poetry of English muscle,
not of Italian marble. Similarly, in the eighteenth century, Pope’s Essay on
Criticism was attacked by John Dennis for betraying the literary rights of free-
born Englishmen in favour of a slavish idolatry to classical icons. As a Catholic,
Pope’s ‘servile deference’ to authority smacked of the prescriptiveness of the
French academicians whose acceptance of papal infallibility and Bourbon
absolutism made them willing slaves of the Stagyrite. Dennis regarded Pope ‘as
an Enemy not so much to me as to my KING, to my COUNTRY, to my
RELIGION and to that LIBERTY which has been the sole Felicity of my Life’
(ed. Hooker, 1939, vol. 2, p. 115).

In 1936 Leavis began his celebrated revaluation of Pope with the phrase
‘Pope has had bad luck’. In the thirty years which followed the appearance of
that study, Pope’s luck, like that of all the other major Augustan writers,
changed decisively. No longer dismissed as the ‘little monster of Twit’nam’,
Pope was transformed into the master of mock-heroics, and custodian of
humanist values. Dryden was no longer pilloried as a political time-server,
but hailed as the exponent of a healthy and intellectually respectable scepticism.
Swift was rescued from the baleful influence of Thackeray’s denunciation,
(“filthy in word, filthy in thought, furious, raging, obscene’) and promoted to
the status of a moral guerrilla. Johnson was brought out from the shadow of
Macaulay’s condescension and celebrated for the lucidity, integrity and
intellectual force of his Christian stoicism.

Clearly, for the generation of the New Critics, something in the notion of
Augustanism corresponded closely with their own cultural priorities. The
Augustan writers, with their allusive blend of art and nature, tradition and the
individual talent, represented a paradigm for a culture whose accommodation
with the idioms of social and political life did not preclude, but rather proclaimed
the centrality of a humanist concern for moral values. In particular, the New
Critics celebrated a quality of doubleness, ambiguity or irony in eighteenth-
century literature; an ambiguity which offered the promise of aesthetic order,
admitting yet restraining the heterogeneity of human experience through the
precise modulations of literary tone. As one later critic has observed: “The New
Critics saw the world in pieces and they wanted to put it back together again.
Hence the significance of their critical vocabulary... Brooks’s passion for paradox
in which two contradictory concepts are catapulted into coherence; Warren’s
impure poetry which earns its vision by incorporating its opposite; and their
joint dedication to the superfusion of form and content’ (Fetterley, 1985, p.
16). The rhythms of balanced opposition so characteristic of Augustan prosody
were presented not as a monotonous and superficial striving for symmetry, but
as the imaginative embodiment of the complexities of human nature. In Pope
the concordia discors and in Swift the use of ironic masks, were analysed to
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reveal a view of the world at once urbane and yet subversive. Their fondness
for rhetorical patterns of confrontation based upon puns, paradoxes and
antitheses was seen as the expression of a rage for order not (pace Saintsbury)
complacent and restful, but combative and challenging. Their evocation of an
ideal of Horatian retirement was regarded as neither acquiescent nor solipsistic,
but as a declaration of cultural independence which, while drawing its sustenance
from social idioms, succeeded in transforming the social world into an extended
metaphor for moral concerns.

Maynard Mack’s essay ‘Wit and Poetry and Pope’ is characteristic of this
approach. Analysing the portrait of Narcissa (‘Odious! in woollen! ’twould a
saint provoke!’) from Pope’s Epistle to Cobham, he writes:

This, to the extent that it illustrates anything, illustrates the poem’s prose
argument that our ruling passion continues to our last breath. But as a metaphor
it explores, not without considerable profundity, through the character of one
type of woman, the character of the human predicament itself. Here we have, as
her name implies, the foolish self-lover; but also—in a wider, more inevitable
and uncensorable sense—the self-lover who inhabits each of us by virtue of our
moral situation, the very principle of identity refusing to be erased. Here too we
have the foolish concern for appearances, vastly magnified by the incongruity
of its occasion; but also the fundamental human clutching at the familiar and
the known. And embracing it all is the central paradox of human feelings about
death and life. Cold limbs don’t need wrapping (the conjunction of terms suggests
that death can be apprehended but not comprehended), nor dead faces shading;
and yet, as our own death rituals show, somehow they do. The levels of feeling
and experience startled into activity in this short passage can hardly be more
than pointed at in the clumsiness of paraphrase.

(Mack, [1949] 1959, pp. 34-5)

Starting from a desire to prove that Pope’s poetry is not merely a ‘poetry of
statement’, Mack’s close reading of this passage insists upon a poetic depth of
association whose imaginative effect is profoundly moral. A similar tendency
to identify moral complexity with literary ambiguity can be found in the
postwar revaluations of Swift’s satires which elevated irony into a measure of
the discriminating conscience. Martin Price concludes his analysis of A Modest
Proposal with these words:

The Modest Proposer implicates more and more of us in his own madness. His
obtuseness becomes the ironic counterpart of a much more terrible moral
degradation. The device is frequent in Swift. His patient fools are not always
less terrible than the knaves they betray. The surface of the irony is a comedy of
irresponsible folly, of the moral obliviousness of a dedicated pedant or theorist.
Beneath the surface lies the guilt of most men, who are less naive and transparent
but all the more responsible.

(1953, p. 74)
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Common to both analyses, and to many others like them, is the implication
of inclusiveness and universality in the moral views expressed through a subtle
blending of literary tones. Irony is represented not as a simple didactic or
censorious device, neatly dividing the world into two antithetical camps, the
fallen and the chosen; rather its alternating current of moral oppositions creates
a series of reverberations that touch upon a world of infinite complexity.

This notion of moral inclusiveness is fundamental to the liberal humanist defence
of Augustan literature. The enemies of Augustanism, variously labelled in the
satires of Pope and Swift as moderns, dunces, enthusiasts and fanatics, have in
common a dedication to a single, visionary, Utopian view of the world. Represented
as projectors and theorists, they share a desire to refine away the complexities of
human nature in pursuit of a millennialist goal as seductive and irrational as that
of the scientist of Lagado to obtain sunbeams from cucumbers. Sympathetic
commentators, like Walter Jackson Bate on Johnson or Maynard Mack on Pope,
seek to embody in the presentation of their subjects similar qualities of humanist
conviction, appearing often less as critics than disciples in the heroic struggle
against the forces of doctrinaire conformity. Bate describes Johnson as a ‘heroic,
intensely honest and articulate pilgrim in the strange adventure of human life’
(1975, p. xx), adding that ‘one of the first effects he has on us is that we find
ourselves catching, by contagion, something of his courage’ (p. 4). Rejecting the
theoretician’s idée fixe, whether represented in the works of Rousseau or of Derrida,
such humanist defenders of Augustan literature detect within its structure of
balanced oppositions not the encoding of some formalist or imperialist myth, but
a quality of moral struggle. The characteristic patterns of antithesis and paradox,
juxtaposing art and nature, past and present, reason and passion, create an art of
order from the equipoise of polarized extremes:

Where Order in Variety we see,
And where, tho’ all things differ, all agree.
(Windsor Forest, 1l. 15-16)

The triumph of civilization is thus represented above all in the centripetal tensions
of the literary work itself. Writing of The Dunciad, Emrys Jones sees the poem’s
visionary apocalypse as the formal embodiment of Pope’s victory over anarchy:
‘The poet at once succumbs to and defies the power of Dulness; and what
destroys the world completes the poem’ (1968, p. 260). The more tessellated
the fragments which are shored against ruin, the greater the force of moral and
imaginative synthesis which turns chaos into art. Hence the historical studies
which followed in the wake of the New Critical revaluation of Augustan literature
served to confirm and strengthen the prevailing tone of liberal humanist
approbation. Detailed scholarly analyses of the classical and Christian sources
of Pope’s allusions by such figures as Reuben Brower (1959) and Earl Wasserman
(1959) reinforced the notion of cultural inclusiveness. These analyses were offered
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not as specimens of literary archaeology, but as vital clues to the processes of
the creative imagination. What they revealed was a poetry which had the multi-
layered detail of an orchestral score; a poetry which functioned as a living
palimpsest, re-investing the literature of the past with a new mythopoeic potency.
Thus Mack comments on the pervasive literary echoes and allusions that
characterize Pope’s translations of Homer: “Through a sensitivity to analogy
that has probably never been surpassed, Pope’s two translations at their best
become echo-chambers wherein...one may hear reverberations from the whole
literary culture of the West’ (ed. 1967, vol. 7, p. lviii).

One of the earliest challenges to this critical tendency of valorizing
allusiveness as a form of humanist mythopoeia, came from an unlikely source.
In a lively monograph, Literary Meaning and Augustan Values (1974), Irvin
Ehrenpreis questioned some of Mack’s assumptions:

In his studies of Pope’s poetry, Maynard Mack sometimes implies that he is
enhancing the literary value of a work when he is in a most rewarding way
disclosing its origins. Professor Mack observes that Pope in a few lines of the
Epistle to Cobham may echo Cowley’s paraphrase of a famous passage from
Virgil’s Georgics, celebrating the farmer’s life. ‘If so,’ says Professor Mack, ‘the
Virgilian passage masses behind Pope’s contrast of court and country the most
authoritative of all literary precedents.” Now I am puzzled what to make of
this. The lines in Pope’s poem—

In life’s low vale the soil the virtues like,
They please as beauties, here as wonders strike—
(II. 143-4)

are deeply ironical and are framed in an elaborate conceit of Pope’s own
workmanship. Nothing in the lines invites us to look for literary allusions.
Professor Mack observes meticulously that Pope was not deliberately alluding
to Virgil or Cowley. Such a passage, he says, shows ‘at the most reminiscence,
not allusion’. But the fact remains that the passage is less enriched than confused
if one brings in Virgil.

(p. 9)

Ehrenpreis concludes, from this and similar examples, that ‘allusion as such
may decorate, handsomely; it cannot deepen’. This courteous reproof signalled
an important departure from the tendency of identifying the Augustan use of
classical allusions with a cultural tradition of humanism. Ehrenpreis’s
puzzlement was quickly followed by the more polemical analyses of feminist
and deconstructionist critics who viewed allusiveness as a symbol not of
inclusiveness but of exclusivity. Homeric echoes and imitations of Horace
were regarded at best as forms of ideological disguise. Thus Laura Brown
writes that: “The more we know about Pope’s use of the classics, the more we
can understand about the system of beliefs that justified English imperial
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expansion’ (1985, p. 27). At worst, the scholarly fetishization of such allusions
by modern critics was seen as a form of cultural snobbery designed to turn
Augustan studies into a kind of élitist club. In The New Eighteenth Century
(1987), Felicity Nussbaum and Laura Brown vigorously reject the extension
of this club ethos which, they argue, has resulted from the institutionalization
of Augustan studies in America under the aegis of the American Society for
Eighteenth Century Studies. Echoing William H.Epstein (19835), they describe
the Yale Boswell ‘industry’ as an editorial project ‘on the model of American
corporate enterprise’ funded by the Mellon banking fortune. Trading under
the banner of liberal humanism, they present this corporate enterprise as a
bastion of conservative critical complacency:

[It] has continued to support the stereotype of pervasive and long-term stability
in the period, a political stability linked to an image of equivalent social and
cultural coherence, to a sense of an unchallenged class hierarchy, represented
and perpetuated in a literary culture where aesthetics, ethics, and politics perfectly
mesh. Thus the eighteenth century has fostered a criticism whose ultimate concern
is the preservation and elucidation of canonical masterpieces of cultural stability.

(1987, p. 5)

Nussbaum and Brown cite Howard Weinbrot as a paid-up member of the
Augustan club whose commitment to the defence of a notion of cultural
stability results in a rejection of all forms of modern critical theory. Weinbrot
writes: ‘the balkanisation of literary studies continues. As scholars take the
time to learn more about the history of women, sexuality, or the latest version
of some derivative critical theory, they take less time to learn about literary
texts themselves, and the dominant cultures that produced them. Consequently,
the periphery becomes the center’ (19835, p. 709). For Nussbaum and Brown,
however, the periphery is the centre. Their critical energies are directed towards
re-examining those figures whose experiences, whether as writers, readers or
fictional characters, have been marginalized or neglected by the assumed
inclusiveness of the liberal humanist definition of Augustan culture. “The most
important work, we would argue, always insists on the relations between
ideology, gender, race and class, and on the functions of the oppressed and
excluded in texts and cultural formations’ (p. 20).

In much the same spirit, Ellen Pollak argues that Belinda, supposedly the
central character in The Rape of the Lock, is in fact marginalized by the
poem’s ideological structure:

Ideologically, however, it is Belinda who is situated on the margins of this text.
For her visibility in the poem not only signals her nonexistence as a subject, but
finally points to the latent, and more powerful, masculine presence of which
she has been figured as the sign.

(1985, p. 79)
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For Pollak, Pope’s ‘aesthetic flawlessness’ represents not the triumph of a
morally inclusive art, but the word-perfect contrivance of a deception. Thus
his ‘privileging of the female voice’ in Eloisa to Abelard indicates not an
identification with female emotion, but ‘a voyeuristic male appropriation of
female eroticism in the service of a phallocentric ordering of desire in which
both excess and lack are figured as female’ (pp. 182-6).

Such polarized divisions between the defenders of Augustan humanism and
those for whom both Augustanism and Augustan studies represent forms of
cultural oppression, would seem to depend upon a shared conviction that
individual literary works have a representative or paradigmatic status. Both
Leavis and Laura Brown insist on seeing Pope as the voice of his age, though
their descriptions of the values of that age are very different. Commenting on
Pope’s assertion that “Tis Use alone that sanctifies Expense’, Leavis writes:
‘Pope is at one with a society to which these were obvious but important truths.’
He adds that the ‘correctness’ of Pope’s style ‘derives its strength from a social
code and a civilization’ ([1936] 1964, pp. 72, 68). Yet it is perfectly possible to
view both Pope and Swift not as members of a dominant culture, but as
marginalized outsiders. In his satires Pope frequently presents himself not as a
man ‘at one’ with his society, but as isolated and excluded, not merely by his
Catholicism, but by his moral integrity. The authority of his judgemental tone
depends in large part upon a sense of cultural alienation. Detached from the
mundane compromises of the social and political milieux, he appears as a lone
crusader for truth in a world of corruption, vice and venality:

Yes, the last Pen for Freedom let me draw,
When truth stands trembling on the edge of Law.
(Epilogue to the Satires, Dialogue 11, 1l. 248-9)

For Swift, too, the Augustan model served not to confer some general
approbation on the values of a dominant culture, but as a standard of integrity,
legitimizing and compelling the intellectual endeavours of an élite band of
cultural revolutionaries. He wrote to Pope in September 1723:

I have often endeavoured to establish a Friendship among all Men of Genius,
and would fain have it done. They are seldom above three or four Cotemporaries
and if they could be united would drive the world before them; I think it was so
among the poets in the time of Augustus.

(ed. Williams, 1963-5, vol. 2, p. 465)

The critical tendency to regard Pope and Swift as representative voices of a
dominant Augustan culture—whether that culture be defined in terms of
refinement or imperialism—ignores the powerful sense of social and
psychological displacement which energizes their satires. Recent scholarship
has drawn increased attention to such feelings of alienation. Brean Hammond
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(1986) has suggested that Pope’s physical deformity resulted in an ambiguous
quality of ‘marginalized sexuality’ which separated him from the ‘masculinist
confidence’ of much of his society (p. 154). Howard Erskine-Hill (1975) and
Douglas Brooks-Davies (1985), detecting numerous Jacobite allusions in his
poetry, have argued that Pope’s Catholicism gave him the instincts of a member
of an oppressed minority. Swift’s life demonstrates insistent patterns of both
political and psychological displacement. Forced into virtual exile in Ireland
after 1713 he described himself in a letter to Bolingbroke as one ‘banished to a
country of slaves and beggars’ where he was left to die ‘in a rage, like a poisoned
rat in a hole’ (ed. Williams, 1963-35, vol. 3, p. 382). When these men use the
language of Augustanism it represents not an ‘encoding of imperialism’ but an
appeal to an ideal of independence. The moral indignation which sounds
throughout their works assumes the tones of the dispossessed. It is of course
possible to represent such protestations of exclusion as forms of ideological
mystification and false consciousness which merely hijack the moral vocabulary
of dispossession in order to reinforce cultural formations of control. Yet the
kind of literary criticism which insists on discounting surface meanings,
identifying Pope with an imperialist ethic which his poetry, explicitly at least,
rejects, would seem to reduce rather than expand our understanding of the
diversity of Augustan political attitudes.

Undoubtedly there are weaknesses in the New Critical tendency to subsume
all questions of ideology and intention into a discussion of form. The
imagination, however subtle, is not an inevitable guarantor of moral wisdom.
In my own writings on Swift I have tried to suggest some contextual limitations
to the moral inclusiveness of his irony. Comparing the language of his sermons
with that of A Modest Proposal, one finds disturbing similarities of both tone
and sentiment between Swift and his ironic persona. In his sermon ‘On the
Poor Man’s Contentment’ Swift writes:

Perhaps there is not a word more abused than that of the poor, or wherein the
world is more generally mistaken. Among the number of those who beg in our
streets, or are half-starved at home, or languish in prison for debt, there is
hardly one in a hundred who doth not owe his misfortune to his own laziness
or drunkenness or worse vices. To these he owes those very diseases which
often disable him from getting his bread. Such wretches are deservedly unhappy;
they can only blame themselves; and when we are commanded to have pity on
the poor, these are not understood to be of their number.

(ed. Davis et al., 1939-74, vol. 9, p. 191)

‘There is something unpleasantly pharisaical about the smug formula
“deservedly unhappy” which Swift applies to the ninety-nine in every hundred
of the beggars he meets’ (Nokes, 1985, p. 275). Such harsh and unironic
sentiments which find expression in several of Swift’s sermons and pamphlets
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might lead us to question Martin Price’s morally comfortable reading of A
Modest Proposal. We should be careful of celebrating as irony, or dignifying
as paradox, sentiments which, more simply expressed, would prove
unacceptable to modern tastes. As Ehrenpreis writes:

What one finds in many re-interpretations of Augustan literature is really a
flight from explicit meaning.... Some friends of Augustan writing have tried
over the past thirty years to interest modern readers in that literature by showing
how it can satisfy modern taste. They have dwelled on the allusiveness, the
indirection, the subversiveness of the authors. In poems that sound conventional
they have found iconoclasm.

(1974, p. 7)

It is perhaps hardly surprising that these sustained attempts to identify in
irony and allusion the complex imaginative expression of a morally congenial
art should have been countered by the deconstructivist efforts of Marxists,
feminists and others to decode the iconography of Augustanism as a form of
cultural oppression.

Increasingly, the ‘new’ eighteenth century of 1980s literary scholarship appears
as a period of diversity, contradiction and experimentation which stubbornly
defies categorization under the Augustan label. Ideological critics like Nussbaum
and Brown direct their attention to the margins of society, to the ‘functions of
the oppressed and excluded in texts and cultural formations’ (1987, p. 20).
Meanwhile a historicist like Pat Rogers who declares that ‘events fascinate me
more than ideology’ (1985, p. 76) is concerned to investigate the factual
particularity of literary references which resist any simple metaphorical or
methodological synthesis. Roger Lonsdale’s edition of The New Oxford Book
of Eighteenth Century Verse (1984) is characteristic of this recent tendency to
stress not the coherence of a dominant culture but the diversity and eclecticism
of literary styles and voices. Noting the ‘hypnotically influential way in which
the eighteenth century succeeded in anthologising itself’, he argues that traditional
accounts of Augustan verse, which emphasize its ‘lucidity, elegance and
refinement’, have depended upon an exclusive process of selection by editors
and scholars who ‘with some honourable exceptions...have in fact returned
again and again to the same familiar material’:

It is commonly assumed that the restraints imposed by polite taste were so pervasive
that it never occurred to eighteenth-century poets to write in certain ways or on
certain subjects, as if for several decades they simply failed to experience various
basic human interests or emotions. In fact, throughout the century there were
poets oblivious of, or indifferent to, the inhibitions of polite taste.

(p. xxxvi)

The patient explorer, Lonsdale suggests, who cares to venture beyond the
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prescribed boundaries of Augustan Good Taste and Decorum, will find
‘the vigorous, humorous, idiosyncratic verse of authors, many of them
anonymous, who felt impelled at least to try to describe with some
immediacy and colloquial directness the changing world they lived in, often
for anything but a polite readership’ (p. xxxvii). Margaret Doody takes
up a similar strain in her book The Daring Muse (1985) which, while
retaining the word Augustan in its subtitle, ‘Augustan Poetry Reconsidered’,
stretches the term to cover a variety of authors previously excluded from
the classical pantheon. ‘Too much talk about “decorum” and “correctness”
can only depress the uninitiated’, she writes, casting aside the customary
identification of Augustanism with refinement. Instead, in her studies of
provincial and ‘uneducated’ writers, women poets and Dissenters, she
emphasizes the excitement, the diversity and the strangeness of eighteenth-
century poetry.

It would seem, in such works as these, as if ‘Augustanism’ has finally
been deconstructed as a myth of literary history; the critical expression of a
notion of coherence in which irony asserted the freedom of the imagination
to explore, challenge and subvert the social iconography of an age. Excluded,
exuberant and daring, the writers of the eighteenth century now stand as
individualists, separated rather than joined by the social idioms of their
works.
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DAVID PUNTER

The notion of joining, or even of rehearsing, the many arguments concerning
the meaning of the term ‘Romanticism’ is one calculated to strike fear into the
heart of the most hardened scholar. Perhaps, though, it is worth stating the
three most obvious difficulties which accompany the use of the term. First, it is
used in a variety of Western cultural contexts, having a bearing on many
European literatures and arts as well as on American culture. Second, the various
language-based movements associated with the term cover a wide time-scale,
with German, English and French romanticisms occupying different periods of
literary history. And third, although our concern here is with literature,
romanticism is a notion, a tide of feeling, a set of expressive attitudes and devices
with application in almost every art; again, the movements in the visual arts
and in music coincide only imprecisely with those in the literary field.

To these we may add another important but more hidden problem. Although
it is perhaps not impossible to date the beginnings of Romanticism within the
eighteenth century and in a widespread set of reactions to Enlightenment thinking
on epistemology, aesthetics and human behaviour, it is extremely difficult to
date its end; and in many respects—in, for example, popular notions of the
creative practice and social role of the artist or poet—romanticism is still very
much with us. Certainly the root term ‘romance’, which had a long and
distinguished literary history, has continued to move through a constantly
modifying pattern of usage to the present day, and neither in its pop forms (the
‘romance magazine’) nor in its more technical applications (for example, the
Freudian concept of the ‘family romance’) does it show any signs of dying out.

What is easier, however, is to name the most significant figures in British
Romanticism. For the most part, they are primarily poets: Blake
(problematically), Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley, Byron, perhaps
Burns. On the sidelines stand the essayists, Hazlitt, Lamb and De Quincey.
The question of the romantic novel, the subject of a heroic but methodologically
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dubious study by Robert Kiely (1972), is altogether more vexed: the gothic
novel of Ann Radcliffe, Matthew Lewis and Mary Shelley clearly has strong
romantic affinities, as does the sentimental fiction of Fanny Burney and the
later high romanticism of the Brontés; but the most important fiction writer
of the period was, after all, Jane Austen, and here the argument about
Romanticism waxes loud and long (see Butler, 1975). It cannot fail to be
noticed, of course, that the poets are men; the novelists, with few exceptions,
are women. The dramatists are best not mentioned, except in so far as they
provide some of the ancestry for that highly significant Victorian genre, the
stage melodrama.

We may, for the most part, see romanticism in Britain as occurring between
the years 1770 and 1840; and many critics would agree that we can identify
certain historical determinants. The rejection of the canons of reason established
by the eighteenth-century philosophers surely did not occur arbitrarily: reason
ceased to be a trusted guide at least in part because a rapidly industrializing and
urbanizing world, in which old patterns of work and relationship were breaking
down, no longer seemed amenable to reason. Wordsworth’s longing for solitude
and condemnation of city amusements did not take place in a social vacuumy;
and neither did Blake’s acid rejection of commerce as the keynote of all things.
Romanticism is redolent of a sustained societal threat to privacy and to the
valued life of the individual; it also shows a very varied but always engaged set
of attitudes towards politics, and here the context of the French Revolution and
turn-of-the-century English radicalism is crucial.

We do not need to be sociologists of literature to see that these events and
tendencies conduced to a particular psychological complexion. It includes the
nostalgia of gothic fiction, of historical genre painting, of Cobbett’s rural
fury, of John Martin’s later Miltonic apocalypticism. It includes also an intense
dwelling on the peculiarities of the relationship between the intensities of the
inner self and the beauties of the natural world. It includes a strong focus on
the continuity of the personality and the factors which threaten that continuity,
and thus it is hardly surprising to find the romantics speculating on the origins
and nature of human consciousness. It entails an acknowledgment of the power
of passion for good or ill; and in contemporary criticism, as we shall see, we
have to deal with this concentration on passion and perhaps on the
embarrassment which comes with trying to account for it or comment on it in
a systematic way.

We can be more precise about the genre basis of British romanticism. In
fiction, the typical form is expressionistic: dealing more with the insides of
minds and feelings than with the temporal coherences of narrative. In poetry,
we can parallel this in such long autobiographical poems as Wordsworth’s
The Prelude; but the more frequent form is the brief, intensely meditative
ode, most famously in Keats’s work. Behind this there lies one of the many
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romantic paradoxes: that the evident longing for rich, continuing life emerges
frequently as short lyric burst or even as impassioned fragment, as
emblematically with Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’.

The great founding fathers of recent criticism of Romanticism to some
extent reflect this paradox. M.H.Abrams’s The Mirror and the Lamp (1953),
a magisterial attempt to reconstruct a coherent romantic theory of art, shows
both an impassioned engagement with its subject and an urge towards
systematization which throws romantic inconsistency into high relief. Northrop
Frye, in Fearful Symmetry (1947)—ostensibly a book on Blake but really an
attempt at constructing a mythic theory of poetry on the basis of romantic
concepts—finds pattern everywhere but leaves us with unanswered questions
about why these patterns required to be hidden so excellently by the writers
themselves. Mario Praz’s older The Romantic Agony (trans. 1933), which
deals in exhaustive detail with romantic attitudes to sexuality, has been
regarded by some as hardly a work of criticism at all; yet in its obsessive tone
and endless fascination with the perversity of detail it can be seen as itself
standing squarely in a European romantic tradition.

The tendency to produce enormous synthesizing books on Romanticism
has waned somewhat over the last two decades, partly because of the difficulties
of the subject-matter and partly because of changes in critical theory which
place in question the urge towards systemic domination in general. It has
continued however, as in Thomas McFarland’s colossal Coleridge and the
Pantheist Tradition (1969) and his later Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin
(1981), whose title calls to mind the Ozymandias-like fate of those who attempt
to include all they survey. The rather different enterprise of John Beer (1968,
1977, 1978) has produced a long series of works on Blake, Coleridge and
Wordsworth characterized by both meticulous scholarship and a ceaseless
attempt to work not at the periphery of Romanticism but in terms of great
central concepts which have now come to seem so commonplace that they
suffer from a slippage of focus—Wordsworth’s attitudes to humanity, for
example. Peter Thorslev, in Romantic Contraries (1984), essays again the
difficult question of what a romantic poem is, while ending by betraying a
forgiveable Promethean impatience.

But when one tries to survey the field of recent criticism of Romanticism as
a whole, the image which comes irresistibly to mind is Arnoldian; it is of
mighty armies clashing by night, albeit armies well-equipped with
sophistication and formidable in their terminologies. For while a great deal of
quiet and traditional textual work and work in the history of ideas proceeds—
mostly focused on individual writers—Romanticism has simultaneously
become a site on which battle has been joined between the most important
tendencies in literary theory.

Interestingly, structuralism cannot be included among these tendencies.
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Although structuralists and formalists of differing quality have paid attention
to individual romantic poems, and although lyrics of the complexity of Blake’s
and Coleridge’s invite repeated structuralist re-reading, on the whole the
structuralists have tended to dismiss Romanticism as woolly, preferring classical
order and modernist slyness of meaning.

This rested, I think, partly on a misunderstanding of Romanticism; which
is that passion is inconsistent with irony. Fortunately recent studies have begun
to redress the balance (see Simpson, 1979), and this is as it should be bearing
in mind, at the very least, Blake’s thinly veiled sarcasms and Byron’s single-
handed elevation of a genre of romantic satire. For the passion, the inwardness
on which so many romantic poems depend is intimately associated with self-
reflexiveness, a restlessness of consciousness which is constantly uncovering
the inadequacy of former positions and thus necessarily undermining its own
self-confidence with a mixture of annoyance and wry humour.

This renewed attention to romantic irony is thus of a piece again with
tendencies in recent criticism, and particularly with post-structuralist ones.
For the whole deconstructionist exercise is founded on a premise which was
highly congenial to the romantics, namely the built-in limitations of human
reason which result in every use of the logos simultaneously displaying, as it
were, its own underside. The ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ ends in a paradox of
endless productivity not because Keats could not think of any other way of
ending the poem, but because such paradox seemed to him of the essence of
creativity, that mysterious process whereby the most intimate disclosure of
the soul simultaneously entails the ‘chameleon-like’ process of dissolving
personality into a range of fictional Others. The highest romantic skill is
‘negative capability’, because as we approach the essence of our individuality
what we find is that individuality showing its irreducible connections, outward
to the contexts of the world, back in time to invisible origins. It is surely no
accident that much of Blake’s and Shelley’s work consisted of the rewriting of
myth, for the knowledge that writing is, as Derrida would put it, ‘trace’ is
essential to the romantic agon.

The connections here pass from Rousseau through Nietzsche, the great
founding father of deconstruction, for whom order dissolved before the power
of the will. This will is a thing of illusion, yet it produces fictions which actually
control our being in the world, as Shelley also said in Prometheus Unbound.
And these controlling fictions do not control merely our individual lives; they
are also and inseparably the originating material of our social orderings. Small
wonder, then, that we can see much of the most interesting criticism of
Romanticism under two heads: deconstructive criticism, which attempts to
close up the individual circles we have just described; and historical criticism
of various kinds, which attempts to reassert the reality status of these fictions
and their effects.
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To read is to understand, to question, to know, to forget, to erase, to deface, to
repeat—that is to say, the endless prosopopoeia by which the dead are made to
have a face and a voice which tells the allegory of their demise and allows us to
apostrophise them in our turn. No degree of knowledge can ever stop this
madness, for it is the madness of words.

(de Man, 1979, p. 68)

Paul de Man’s words, from his essay ‘Shelley Disfigured’, alert us to the endemic
difficulty of assessing the contribution of deconstruction to knowledge; perhaps
the only sensible question which can be put is to ask what deconstructionists
do, or what they have done and are doing in relation to Romanticism. And a
short answer, if an evasive one, is that what the deconstructionists—principally
de Man, Harold Bloom and Geoffrey Hartman—are doing is re-encountering
romantic poems and participating in a mutual reshaping.

We cannot say clearly that this process of reflexive reshaping sheds any
extra light specifically on Romanticism; what we can say is that the depth
and extent of their engagement with Romanticism—in de Man’s The Rbetoric
of Romanticism (1984), for example, or in Hartman’s essays on the romantics
in Beyond Formalism (1970)—demonstrates something further about the life
which romantic poems continue to have, and something about the loop of
literary history by which they now come to figure as the preferred site of the
most complex and convoluted forms of criticism. In speaking of Blake,
Wordsworth and others, these critics do not make any attempt on the
comprehensive or the definitive; we could say instead that their movement is
Yeatsian, a turning around in space which smacks both of a feeling for room
and of an endless puzzling over the productivity of the human consciousness.

As this is the preferred movement, so the preferred subgenre of the
deconstructionists is the fragment, as both subject-matter and critical product.
What is at worst avoided and at best transcended in this form of criticism is
any question of the poet’s self-consciousness; what is paradoxical is the way
in which, certainly in the writings of de Man, an intense if hidden reconjuring
of the personality of the poet is coupled with a theoretical insistence on the
very impossibility of such a reconjuring. We have the strange spectacle of a
sublimated meeting of consciousness paraded as a chance encounter between
un-authored texts. Certainly thus the problem of intentionality disappears
from the agenda; the danger is that the problem of meaning in its essential
connections with value disappears with it, leaving us watching the
deconstructionists pondering why they are interested in the romantics at all.

There is no doubting, however, the intelligence and indeed the excitement
of such essays as Hartman’s “Wordsworth, Inscriptions, and Romantic Nature
Poetry’ (1970, pp. 206-30), or the way in which such essays extend the range
of possible insights into the poems; what can be doubted is whether methods

110



ROMANTICISM

—or anti-methods—which have borne great fruit in the hands of the masters
are transferable, or whether instead they are the latest form of an age-old
critical élitism—not unknown to the romantics themselves—revolving around
issues of genius.

An example of the better kind of deconstruction occurs in Nelson Hilton’s
The Literal Imagination: Blake’s Vision of Words (1983), undoubtedly a
strenuous attempt to enter Blake’s world if, as it were, by the back door and
when there are no personalities around to observe. An example of the worse
kind would be Tilottama Rajan’s Dark Intrepreter: The Discourse of
Romanticism (1980), wherein is conjured up a web of words so abstractly
intricate that we feel returned to the world of the romantics’ alchemical and
cabbalistic forefathers. Somewhere in between, in my judgement, lies David
Simpson’s Irony and Authority in Romantic Poetry (1979); but this is a book
which demonstrates the perils of in-betweenness in an unfortunate way, by
slipping and sliding between a deconstructionist discourse and one where
more old-fashioned questions of value still have a place.

The variability within deconstruction is not merely one of quality; it is
more importantly one of purpose and focus. For deconstruction, as practised
in connection with romantic poetry—for prose offers considerable resistance
to the deconstructionist project—tends towards two opposite conclusions.
One is nihilism, the total instability of the object which leaves its existence
only in the (unknowable) mind of the critic; the other is a kind of transcendence,
an involuted worship of textual complexity which seems in the end a curious
amalgam of New Critical over-valuation of textual organization and neo-
romantic ‘appreciation’ not readily different in its claims to evidence and
valuation from the criticism of such generally reviled figures as Pater and
Swinburne.

At all events, the deconstructionist criticism of romantic texts is committed
to the unknowability of the past, and to the inadvisability of value judgements.
On both of these counts it has been challenged over recent years by critics
whom we might loosely call historicist, but who are actually of quite different
persuasions. First there are the American New Historicists, perhaps most
notably Jerome J.McGann (1983) and Clifford Siskin (1988), although Michael
G.Cooke (1976, 1979) could conceivably be classed in this category as well;
and then there are the largely British critics, such as Marilyn Butler (1981) or
John Barrell (1972, 1980, 1983) to whom I suppose one must reluctantly
attach the label Old Historicist.

The difference between them could in fact hardly be more fundamental,
since it is a difference about the nature of history itself. For the New Historicists,
the influence of Foucault among others entails seeing history as a series of
discursive practices or interlocking ideologies: history is a struggle for power,
certainly, but the power sought is over discursive space, and the fate of the
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underling is to be robbed of his or her language. For Butler and Barrell, as for
the older Marxist historians of Romanticism rooted in the world of E.P.
Thompson, history consists of such old-fashioned things as actions, movements
and events, and a type of political judgement is possible which relates these
past events to the present and permits value judgements upon them. Not so
for the New Historicists, for whom the struggle of discourses is ineluctable,
and who at their most extreme represent a variety of determinism which would
have shaken the good Victorian Marx to his social foundation.

It has to be said, however, that the practice of New Historicism in connection
with Romanticism is far better than its underpinnings. McGann’s The
Romantic Ideology (1983) is an intelligent and penetrating book, while Siskin
in The Historicity of Romantic Discourse (1988) confronts us, albeit at rather
too great a length, with an enormously important question: why is it that,
whatever our critical persuasion, we continue to treat the romantics as though
they were the discoverers of uncharted realms of the human psyche when in
fact it could more usefully be said that the problems they discuss were in fact
their own historical products? Siskin is perfectly right to claim that this
extremely non-deconstructive fallacy underlies the work of Bloom and de
Man, although it is not made clear enough how the critic should work this
insight through in detail.

Butler’s book Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries (1981) has made a
surprising impact: surprising not because there is a problem with the book,
which is an excellent piece of literary-historical scholarship, but because the
approach she uses has been common currency in British criticism for some
twenty years. My own suspicion is that the impact is partly due to the transition
across the Atlantic; on the whole, it is fair to say that despite the labours of
David Erdman (1954) American criticism of the romantics has not touched
historical base for a long time, and the possibilities of this type of criticism—
political criticism is a better term than Old Historicism—clearly took the
theorists and speculators aback.

Barrell’s work on Clare and other romantic writers and painters
demonstrates the same sound historical sense, but across a broader spectrum;
and indeed his work points to a surprising lack in the whole area of cross-
genre criticism of the romantic arts. In this context it is also worth mentioning
two writers, Donald Low (1977) and Roger Sales (1983), who have recently
done much to reassert a historical connection, that between Romanticism
and the Regency as a historical moment, which had shown signs of
disappearing. As the work of the deconstructors tends to concentrate on the
work of the transcendentalists (Shelley), the soliloquizers (Wordsworth) and
the aesthetes (Keats), so the emphasis on historical conditions tends towards
the reaffirmation of the poets of the poor (Clare) and of the aristocracy (Byron)
in their actual setting.
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It appears to me that if we are looking for brilliant textual criticism, it is to
de Man, Hartman and one or two of their followers that we must turn; but if
we are looking for insights which will get us further with what Romanticism
actually was—and, perhaps, still is—it is to the political critics and those
knowledgeable about the social environment that we have to resort. The
problem with criticism of Romanticism at the moment, as I see it, is that the
gap between these areas is impassably wide, but this is surely unavoidable,
for two reasons: first, because what we see here are different versions of the
actual building blocks of history and the self, and second, because the nature
of the investment made by these different critics in their objects of attention is
quite different. What is sad is that this does an injustice to the romantics,
those writers who, above all, were tremblingly aware of the inseparability of
discourse and the self, politics and the inward, poetry and all those external
forces which were ranged against poetry and, of course, against criticism too.

Thus the battleground; what of the shadows? In my opinion, feminist criticism
has not yet made many inroads into Romanticism, and what it has done has
been interestingly split along a line rather analogous to the battle zone itself.
On the one hand, there has been a considerable amount of feminist reading
which has fallen into what I would call the trap of enlightened biographism.
It is, of course, vitally important to recall to mind the dire facts of women’s
lives in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; on the other hand,
if intentionalism is a problem for masculinist criticism, I am not clear why it
should be free from fault for feminists. What can be said about this line of
enquiry is that it has shown that there were a great number of women writers
at the time, and that some of them have been unjustly disregarded; what
might be more interesting would be whether it could be shown, for example,
that there is a feminine version of Romanticism—or even that there is not—
but this is not a line of questioning which has been pursued, partly because
the other side of feminist work has demonstrated an allegiance to the
problematic insights of Lacan so intense as to fall into the category of hero-
worship. The best work done has in any case not fallen directly into the field
of Romanticism, and this may be quite proper if we accept that these
demarcations are in any case masculinist; Mary Poovey’s The Proper Lady
and the Woman Writer (1984) is an excellent and wide-ranging study, although
its bearing on Romanticism as such is not clear, and Ellen Moers on the female
Gothic (1976, 1979) gives us one of the most important general insights into
the construction of the imagination during the period.

A surprising absence is of psychological and psychoanalytic readings of
Romanticism, for which books on individual authors, like Diana Hume
George’s (1980) on Blake, can be no substitute. There is much work here to
be done, and much of it need not fall into the trap of over-explanation; Freud
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himself was deeply indebted to Romanticism and constantly used a romantic
model of the artist as a touchstone for the breadth of human creativity, and
there are direct connections between his case histories and a number of
romantic texts such as James Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824).
One can readily imagine deconstructive work of this kind, along the lines of
Samuel Weber’s Freud Legende (1979), which might serve an important
purpose in bridging the severed worlds of discursive determination and
historical choice.

An analogous gap occurs in the study of the genesis of Romanticism, and
specifically in the contemporary account of ‘pre-Romanticism’. Book after
book pays lip-service to the precursive roles of Chatterton, Smart, Cowper;
yet this very notion of ‘precursive role’ not only should be the site of substantive
challenge, but also raises important theoretical questions both in the
deconstructionist camp (what is this myth of unstable origins?) and the
historicist (what real conditions are here being ignored/sublated?). These, after
all, are writers of the slipped text; and/or they are writers from an alienation
so endemic as to prevent full emergence into the public realm. At the very
least, they are partial and problematic excisions from the canon, and apt for
rereading.

There is a similar problem about what might thus be called ‘post-
Romanticism’. Tennyson, Browning, Swinburne, Rossetti—these are the names
of the survival of romantic textuality. But perhaps this is merely to carp; the
question is, I think, about how Romanticism ‘comes into view’, what our
horizon of expectation is in relation to it, especially in generations where the
old copies of Wordsworth, Scott, Byron are disappearing from family
bookshelves. This touches again, I think, on the problem that Romanticism,
in our own age and in much of its criticism, figures as an assumed universality
in a way that, for example, neo-classicism does not. In so far as the canon is
changing at all, and that is slight, it is to the exclusion of those writers seen as
representative of non-universal experience, typically Burns, who is now much
more ill-thought-of than previously, and to the inclusion of expressionistic
representatives—the gothic novelists—of what are taken to be enduring
problems of, for example, power and sexuality.

Yet Siskin is surely correct to assert that Romanticism should be seen less
as discovery than as construction, a construction amply with us in the twentieth
century in the work of poets like Berryman and Hughes. Part of this
construction revolved around the supreme value of the inaccessible, in which
respect the writers were the heirs, not of Chaucer, Donne, Pope, but of the
theologians, whether we think of Blake on radical Christianity or Coleridge’s
rather dusty religiosity. Thus we might say that in the romantics the moment
of worship, or meditation, goes inside and reconstructs its own narcissistic
root. In this respect, it reads often less like a record of revelation than an
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account of thwarting as social pressure reduces the value accorded to this
process.

To go a little further with the analysis of this construction, we might say
that Romanticism is alive with gods: not only the gods of the established
church, of course, but a whole pantheon of Greek and other deities, and one
of the most important principles to grasp here is the way in which romantic
discourse continually reaches out for ways of ‘housing’ these gods within the
psyche; which is itself an attempt to transcend a specific form of alienation.
Narcissus thus becomes one of the great archetypes of the age; what is reflected
is the self, whether heroized, ironized or even apprehended, as Wordsworth
so often does, in its quotidian narratives. What has also to be said, though, is
that this narcissism is inextricably bound up with a certain version of
patriarchy, whether overt in Gothic fiction or in the subtler and disguised
forms to be found in Blake and Coleridge. It is as though, with the passing of
a particular conjuncture in which writers could graft themselves seamlessly
on to the conventional modes of social domination, there emerges instead a
need to invent new mythologies about the relation between masculinity and
creativity, mythologies which now have a clear place for women, but as with
Blake’s Enitharmon, Coleridge’s Sara, Keats’s Moneta, a place which mainly
embraces stimulus and frustration; women appear in a greater variety of
adjunct positions but not as prime movers.

What may also be said is that some of these gods are not the safe gods of
the city but the risky deities of the wilderness; Gothic, of course, is a term
intimately bound up with the notion of barbarism, and Blake and Shelley are
particularly concerned with the gods and forgotten emperors who inhabit the
realms where the writ of convention does not run. At the same time, however,
this tendency towards the wilderness is contained; these are not the cultural
barbarities of Leavisite demonology, but apprehensions of forces which might
in fact contribute to cultural renewal if they can be properly harnessed, as
even Orc fits in to an assigned place in Parnassus.

These reflections on the gods and the wilderness lead inevitably, I think,
to speculations on death; and it can be said that Romanticism encompasses
death in a way which classicism did not. Wordsworth’s preoccupation with
epitaphs was no accident; right through Romanticism there runs a fascination
with individual annihilation which is a clear refraction of a sense of the
passing away of stability. Emblematically, we have Keats’s dual attitude to
healing and obliteration; on the American side, the deathly fiction of Edgar
Allan Poe as the culmination of the long sequence of horrors which serve to
add piquancy to the romantic message about the intensification of everyday
life.

Turning back to ‘Kubla Khan’, we can find there one of the most resonant
apprehensions of what the romantic commitment to art might require; and it

115



LITERATURE AND HISTORY

is a perhaps over-neat critical paradox to place this agonized cry for a
transcending authenticity in the face of death over against Norman Fruman’s
long indictment of Coleridge’s plagiarisms (1971). But this is perhaps
important: that what appals the romantics is the impossibility of the authentic,
the sense that, whatever voice one speaks in, that voice turns out to have its
own less than conscious imperatives.

And these problems of authenticity and rebellion perhaps remind us of a
final point; which is that Romanticism is, in a specific way, a defining moment
of Western literature. There has been little evidence of a comparable movement
in Chinese or Japanese literature until, in fact, very recently; and one might
argue that this recent phenomenon has been precisely due to the possibilities
of the unconventional opening up in previously rigidly stratified societies.
There too one finds the sense of the awesome risks run when trying to move
counter to societal pressure; and yet one is led to speculate, in the case of
Western Romanticism, on the extent to which these pressures were themselves
part of the constructed world which the romantics inhabited.

The enduring problem for criticism of the romantics, it seems to me,
might also be put in terms of that vexed word ‘authenticity’; does the best
criticism seek, in some sense, to ‘take the romantics on their own terms’, to
construct a critical discourse which might obey some of the romantic
imperatives; or do we serve the purposes of criticism better by trying to
open up a gap between the romantic moment and our own? Certainly it is
easy to find ways in which Romanticism appears to prefigure many of our
own preoccupations—in, for example, its apprehensions of the unconscious,
in its disconcerted dealings with the power of language—but in the end the
question remains: do we see these prefigurings because we are now able to
view Romanticism clearly, or because we are ourselves, in the West in the
late twentieth century, still bound into ways of seeing the world which, in
their emphasis on the frustrations of alienation and the devaluations implied
by certain kinds of social and technological change, are effects of romantic
reconstructions of self and world?
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DAVID BROOKS

Literary criticism is not an exact science. Attempts at precise definition often
say as much about the time in which they are made as they do about the thing
defined. A significant difficulty in the definition of modernism is that there
are, in effect, two principal schools of thought concerning the term. Modernism
can be seen on the one hand as applying to a particular group of writers and
artists in a particular period, and on the other as describing a certain artistic
posture, an attitude toward the Modern, as viable today as it was seventy
years ago, and just as possible long before that.

The first of these schools, moreover, is itself subdivided, some suggesting
that modernism functions as a grab-bag into which a number of other and
perhaps lesser developments (realism, naturalism, symbolism, impressionism,
expressionism, imagism, vorticism, futurism, dadaism, surrealism, etc.) might
be stuffed, and others that it is in fact a school among such schools, or that
there is a High Modernism quite strictly limited to certain figures significant
or emerging in the period immediately surrounding the First World War and
s0, as a literary phenomenon, to a small group (Ezra Pound, T.S.Eliot,
Wyndham Lewis, James Joyce principal amongst them) who share some
particular formal and conceptual characteristics. The situation is further
complicated by two other major factors: that modernism was pantechnical—
as much a phenomenon of music, painting, sculpture and their influence as it
was of literature—and emphatically international, an upheaval not just in
English, but in Western art generally.

Even this early, however, one must take care not to distort the discussion.
While one of the principal ways in which modernist writers achieved their
desired severance from the immediate and largely domestic tradition was
through the use of exotic models, and one undeniable origin of English
modernism might thus be located in the first concerted attempts to imitate
forms and styles recently developed in France and elsewhere, an over-emphasis
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upon exotic injection should not be seen to suggest that there were no coeval
attempts at severance or development within more exclusively English
parameters, although in some ways these—the muted modernisms of Thomas
Hardy, Edward Thomas or D.H.Lawrence, for example—found their task
harder and their profile less dramatic.

There is, also, a third factor to be kept in mind. Modernism’s critique of
the established poetic is in many ways homologous with a contemporaneous
and as yet ill-documented feminist critique of patriarchal poetics. An
appropriate consideration of the role of women writers in the period may
eventually alter significantly the received history of the movement. As Rachel
Blau Du Plessis argues,

The confluence of modernist literary history with the self-presentation of male
poets certainly compromises one’s ability to discern the intertextualities of
modernism, even the possible primogeniture of the female, not the male, writer.
Modernist diction may, in ways still to be fully elucidated, be indebted to female
gender stances (in Stein, in Loy, in Moore). Marianne DeKoven, assimilating
Kristeva, sees modernist ‘experimental writing as anti-patriarchal’, a stance
necessary to rupture dominant culture by a focus on the signifier, not the signified,
and interestingly initiated by a woman, Gertrude Stein. Jeanne Kammer suggests
that the modernist style in Dickinson, [Marianne] Moore and H.D. was born
from the pressures of silence—°habits of privacy, camouflage, and indirection’—
which resulted in ‘linguistic compression’ and ‘juxtaposition’.

(1986, p. 7)

One widespread but problematic view of modernism is outlined by M.H.
Abrams in his Glossary of Literary Terms (1981). Most critics, he suggests,
agree that modernism ‘involves a deliberate and radical break with the
traditional bases both of Western culture and of Western art’, and that the
precursors of this break ‘are thinkers who questioned the certainties that had
hitherto provided a support to social organization, religion, morality, and the
conception of the human self—thinkers such as Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-
1900), Marx, Freud, and James Frazer, whose The Golden Bough (1890-
1915) stressed the correspondence between central Christian tenets and
barbaric myths and rituals’. He then suggests that the principal activity of
literary modernism takes place ‘after World War I shook men’s faith in the
foundations and continuity of Western civilization and culture’ (p. 109).

As a potted definition this is perhaps acceptable, but it needs clarification.
The roots of literary modernism are undoubtedly in attempts by writers to
come to terms with a new view of human beings emerging through the deeply
interrelated, if apparently very different ideas of Darwin, Marx, Nietzsche
and others. If (to summarize these most crudely) the popular conception of
the human being before Darwin had been as a fallen angel, it became, after
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The Origin of Species (1859), far more likely as but a risen ape; if the popular
conception of history, before Marx, had been of something in which individual
effort could sometimes play a crucial part, it had to contend, after Das Kapital
(first volume 1867), with the possibility that a great deal of it had been
responding instead to economic imperatives; if the popular conception of
human action, before Freud, had been based upon a possibility of self-
knowledge, of presence of mind, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), The
Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901) and other works established the
disturbing possibility that one could never really know more than the ostensible
reasons for such action; if the popular conception of morality, before Nietzsche,
was of something in essence indisputable, anchored by a concept of a god
outside the human machine, and so not subject to the vagaries of mortality, it
became, after Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-5) or The Gay Science (1882),
but a necessary and effective human fiction, subject to human readjustment.

Crude as so brief a summary must be, the sense is perhaps clear that one by
one from about the middle of the nineteenth century—and even this date is
arbitrary—the foundations of an earlier understanding of the nature and place
of humanity were so shaken that, by the end of the century, a great many
artists and writers throughout the Western world had developed a kind of
future-shock, a sense that one view of the world and the meaning and place
of human existence had been taken from them, and that a replacement had
not yet arrived, or that a sometimes bewildering array of possible replacements
were contending for sovereignty. The broadest view of modernism is that,
unconsciously as well as consciously, technically as well as thematically, it
encompasses not only comprehensions and accommodations, but also the
initial apprehensions of this change, and that the range of its works extends
from George Moore and George Gissing to Joyce and Wyndham Lewis, from
Browning and Arnold to Eliot and Pound.

But already this restricts it severely. The emergence of the new view of
human being covers a lengthy period, and the attempts to come to terms with
it begin early. One must either allow literary modernism to start with the likes
of Flaubert, Whitman, Poe (to the translation of whom Baudelaire devoted so
much of his life), and chart through a large number of other writers its rather
slow progress toward England (the drama out of Scandinavia—the influence,
for example, of Ibsen on Shaw or Joyce—the novel out of France and Russia,
the poetry from the United States or, through Pound’s work on the translations
of Ernest Fenollosa, from as far away as Japan or China), or one must speak
disjunctively of a pre-modernism that covers a number of the aforementioned
movements, representing the first stages of what might ultimately be seen as
an epistemological shift beginning some time before The Origin of Species
and arguably still not over.

Whether this might still leave us with a High Modernism or Modernism
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Proper starting at some point in or around 1914 is another question. There is
no doubt that, for many of the writers whom we might now consider to be
pre-eminent amongst the modernists, there was a particular point at which
everything changed, but even these differ significantly as to the specific event
or date concerned. D.H.Lawrence has claimed (Kangaroo, 1923) that ‘It was
in 1915 the old world ended’, Virginia Woolf (‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’,
1924) that ‘On or about December 1910 human character changed’ (1966, p.
321), while Ezra Pound might instead have chosen the debut of Imagism in
the tearoom of the British Museum in April 1912, and H.G.Wells the Moroccan
crisis of 1905. Even the established commentators on modernism do not readily
agree: Harry Levin (1966), for example, would seem to see the years 19224
as a climax of the movement, Richard Ellmann (1960) would prefer 1900.

Differ as such accounts may do, they clearly identify an era, and it should
not surprise us to find something of a consensus amongst anthologies of works
of modernism that the four decades from 1890 to 1930 adequately mark its
period. The very long Age of Victoria had come to an end in 1901, the
transitional reign of Edward VII in 1910, and, as had the death of Elizabeth
three centuries earlier, this brought about a widespread thawing of mores.
With the death of Edward, suggests Virginia Woolf, ‘All human relations
shifted—those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents
and children. And when human relations change there is at the same time a
change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature’ (1966, p. 321). The First
World War subsequently brought to many the conviction, already asserted by
an avant garde, that something had gone very wrong with Western civilization,
that writers and artists had been somehow delinquent, and that the established
modes of art and thought were not only ill-equipped to remedy the situation,
but might have severely inhibited one’s ability to assess it in the first place.
The central, if not the definitive feature of modernism becomes accordingly a
re-evaluation of literary tradition and a dislocation from immediate formal
models, differing from previous revolutions of this kind in its breadth, its
intensity, and the rapidity—even synchronicity—with which it produced its
major works (the appearance of Joyce’s Ulysses, Eliot’s The Waste Land,
Rilke’s Duino Elegies and many other significant works in the one year, 1922,
might in this sense mark a modernist climax).

From the midst of things, however, there can be much confusion of efficient
and sufficient causes: cataclysmic events may seem to bring about cataclysmic
changes, but in many particular instances the ground has long been in
preparation. Even should we choose, with Abrams, to single out Pound, Joyce,
Eliot, Lewis and others as a modernist core, we still have to come to terms not
only with the fact that a number of their own key works and corresponding
developments pre-date the war (Joyce’s Dubliners 1905, Eliot’s ‘Prufrock’ 1909,
Pound’s ‘The Seafarer’ 1910, ‘Liu Ch’¢’ and ‘In a Station of the Metro’ 1913),
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and that their major post-war works are made possible in large part by their
earlier experiments, but also with their own, often emphatically-acknowledged
indebtedness to such as Conrad, James, Ibsen, Hulme, Browning, or the French
Symbolistes, in the work of many of whom a number of the technical advances
of High Modernism are foreshadowed or can be first glimpsed.

To confine modernism, no less than most other literary ‘movements’, to a
strict period obviously has its dangers. Subjected to the kind of careful reading
that Nietzsche recommends in the Preface to Daybreak (‘slowly, deeply, looking
cautiously before and aft, with reservations, with doors left open, with delicate
eyes and fingers’, [1881] 1982, p. 5), almost any text will be found to qualify
itself, to divulge antecedents, to share as much of the past as it does of its own
moment, and so seem to support the assertion of Paul de Man and others that
much of what at first seems to distinguish a work of one period from a work of
another can in fact be found in both, and that the apparent demarcations of
literary history may owe less to radical distinctions than to failures of close reading.

De Man, indeed, chooses to speak not so much of modernism itself as of a
‘Modernity’ that denotes not the one, isolable historical period but a series of
‘incandescent” moments of a desire ‘to wipe out whatever came earlier, in the
hope of reaching at last a point that could be called a true present, a point of
origin that marks a new departure’ (1971, p. 148). Terry Eagleton would
seem to elaborate the particular quality of such points when he writes of

a sense of one’s particular historical conjuncture as being somehow peculiarly
pregnant with crisis and change...[A] portentous, confused yet curiously
heightened self-consciousness of one’s own historical moment, at once self-
doubting and self-congratulatory, anxious and triumphalistic together...[A]t
one and the same time an arresting and denial of history in the violent shock of
the immediate present, from which vantage point all previous developments
may be complacently consigned to the ashcan of ‘tradition’.

(1986, p. 139)

‘Modernism’, accordingly, might be seen not as the only, but as merely the
most recent and perhaps most salient of such moments, and ‘modernity’ a
term applicable to several periods in our literary history, as useful in describing
certain Jacobean writers, or writers of the Restoration and early eighteenth
century as those of the late nineteenth and early twentieth.

Instead of the one period of modernism, it might be more accurate to speak
of a number in which there have been preoccupations with modernity, and
even, through or beneath these (as de Man argues), of a doomed and paradoxical
need to reject the past that is an aspect of all writing. Whether or not that need
itself becomes a preoccupation of a particular period, however, we need not
take this to suggest that, if the intended application is specified, the term
modernism cannot be a useful one, or that there is not a number of factors
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pertinent to all applications and a useful story to encompass them. If it might
be said that modernity, as a broader literary-historical phenomenon, represents
the various stages of the apprehension, comprehension and assimilation of more
than the one significant shift in the order and structure of human knowledge
and belief, it might also be said that the previous occurrences of such shifts have
other names already, and that that which occurred in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries has its own distinguishing features, its own particular
intellectual and historical circumstances.

Without doubt the most central of these is the need to respond in some
manner to the various apparent determinisms of the late nineteenth century.
The response in some cases takes the form of an attempt to assimilate, and in
others of attempts to escape or to transcend such determinisms, and this can
help to explain some of the very different forms, subjects and strategies of
modernism. That in almost all cases these responses entail an attitude to the
immediate past and, accordingly, to time itself, however, can be seen to bring
to these different forms, subjects and strategies a strong unifying factor, an
ambivalence towards the past that is the result at once of the desire for a
radical forgetting and the sense of loss that this entails. There is a need to
reject the immediate past and a desire to re-present or reinterpret history in a
way undetermined by the inherited discourse.

The origin of this popular conception of modernism—of its desire to awaken
from ‘the nightmare of history’ and to achieve an immediacy of contact with
a hypothetical ‘reality’ uninhibited by accumulated and often obsolete
techniques and cultural assumptions—de Man (1971, pp. 146-7) locates in
Nietzsche’s claim that the inability to forget the past not only distinguishes
the human from the animal, but can also mask the true nature of human
being. It is, for Nietzsche, only upon moments of a radical forgetting, when
life can be experienced in a nonhistorical way, that anything ‘truly great and
human’ can be erected’ (‘The Use and Abuse of History’, [1874] 1910, p. 11).

De Man, however, goes a step further. ‘As soon as modernism becomes
conscious of its own strategies’, he writes,

—and it cannot fail to do so if it is justified...in the name of a concern for the
future—it discovers itself to be a generative power that not only engenders history,
but is part of a generative scheme that extends far back into the past.... Considered
as a principle of life, modernity becomes a principle of origination and turns at
once into a generative power that is itself historical. It becomes impossible to
overcome history in the name of life or to forget the past in the name of modernity,
because both are linked by a temporal chain that gives them a common destiny.

(1971, p. 150)

For de Man, as for Nietzsche himself, the ‘ruthless forgetting’ that can be
seen as one of modernism’s centrepins becomes not only paradoxical and
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ultimately impossible, but may itself represent one of the most effective
moments of all creativity. Literature may be ‘nothing less than this constantly
doomed, ironically self-undoing attempt to make it new, this ceaseless
incapacity ever quite to awaken from the nightmare of history’ (Eagleton,
1986, p. 136).

Many of the central works of modernism—The Waste Land, the Cantos,
Ulysses—Dbear this out strongly. Although each may in some way endeavour
to awaken from a nightmare of history, the past, and particularly the literary
past, has a high and complex profile within them. Far from ignoring or defying
tradition, they attempt to redefine it, to see beyond the formal imperatives of
the immediate past and to re-select from the vast body, domestic and otherwise,
of the literature which preceded them. Finding their impulse in a creativity
highly conscious of its own departure, they must also, as a consequence,
constantly remind us of, and so paradoxically sustain, the very things which
they seek to jettison or modify. Whether or not we see such a phenomenon as
definitive of modernism itself or simply as marking an essential or climactic
stage in its development, it would seem that de Man’s points must be
accommodated, and that it might be better to see the identity of modernism
as inhering in the nature, range and profile of its dialogue with history than in
a clear severance from it.

But to see such dilemmas in theoretical terms alone—to see, for example,
their centrality to modernism as but the momentary intensification of a
perpetual aspect of modernity per se—would be itself somewhat paradoxical
in its neglect of an immediate, momentous and (at the time) unique historical
circumstance. The First World War was an event so devastating that it created
rapidly a set of demands upon artists and writers that most would have found
inconceivable before it, and that might therefore be said, if not actually to
introduce modernism proper, to divide it into two major moments, the second
of which, for many, condemned dramatically a historical innocence or
ignorance in the first.

In the decades before the war, many works of literature seem governed
by a sense of loss, of personal and cultural displacement, that might best be
described as Faustian. The pursuit of knowledge has overreached itself and
resulted in a radical discomfort, an alienation of the human from its former
image of itself, clearly registered in works as diverse as Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness (1899), Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), Moore’s Esther
Waters (1894), Wells’s Tono Bungay (1909) and Ford Madox Ford’s The
Good Soldier (1915), at the end of each of which the central characters,
having explored beneath the surface of or otherwise significantly expanded
their prior knowledge and experience, find themselves isolated, somehow
deprived by their own efforts of the very world they had sought to know or
save.
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This element in early modernist literature need not always be conscious or
readily apparent. An intriguing variant is found in a popular fiction of
imprisonment and wronged identity, the doubled characters and labyrinthine
dungeons of which embody the discomfort of a movement from a metaphysical
to a relative morality, from a univocal to a dialogic story of reality.
Foreshadowed in Alexandre Dumas’ The Count of Monte Cristo (1844) this
line may be traced through such works as Marcus Clarke’s For the Term of
His Natural Life (1872) and Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda (1894)
to a climax in Kafka’s The Castle in 1926.

While the Faustian myth is in no way eradicated by the Great War, several
of the major works thereafter—those most often said to characterize High
Modernism—are dominated by something quite different. Experience and
investigation are seen not as agencies of alienation, but, for those who can
withstand the initial disorientation, as the most likely means of restitution or
accommodation. The Waste Land, Ulysses and the Cantos in particular are
dominated not by a myth of unwitting destruction, but by one of quest for
which, having its origins likewise in the end of a cataclysmic conflict, the
story of Odysseus is particularly suited. The artist, hitherto alienated by
investigation, now becomes its agent. Punished for irreverence, he or she now
learns or re-learns, through arduous experience, lessons which had somehow
been disastrously forgotten.

The investigation, moreover, takes a particular turn, at once a reaction to
and culmination of the kinds of knowledge which had cast a shadow over so
much of the pre-war literature. In each instance, the major theoretical advances
of that period had laid bare, within or beneath the subjects of their examination,
systems or structures hitherto largely unsuspected. To many, these were
‘impersonal’, ‘unnatural’, in that it was an aspect of the known person, the
known nature that they contradicted. In this sense the English ‘decadent’
poets of the 1890s (Dowson, Johnson, Yeats himself for a time) may have but
concentrated a wider feeling in their frequent expression of the alienation of
the artist and the futility of individual action that Wilde had so strikingly
foreshadowed in his ‘Taedium Vitae’ (1881).

Certain writers—the Imagist poets in particular—had already, before the
war, embarked upon attempts to close this apparent rift between Art and Life,
and the war but brought home to a larger number what these few had been
arguing for some time. Pound, for example, had been asserting since 1912
what Wilfred Owen subsequently discovered in the trenches and so eloquently
registered in his famous Preface (‘This book is not about heroes. English Poetry
is not yet fit to speak of them’): that the conventions and decorums of English
poetry as this generation had inherited them—its established forms and metres,
its proprieties of tone, diction and subject—curtailed severely its ability to present
the real world with any accuracy and immediacy.
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When writers after the First World War came to reassess their cultural
function, it was therefore upon ways of knowing, wrays of seeing that they
concentrated. As a glance at Pound’s ‘three principles’ of Imagism (1912)
might suggest—

1 Direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or objective.
2 To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation.
3 Asregarding rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in
sequence of a metronome.
(ed. 1960, p. 3)

—such writers attempted not only to confront some hypothetical reality
beneath the apparent irrealities that, perpetuated at once in the minds and
techniques of writers of the earlier period, had so marginalized or alienated
them, but to do so with a set of tools appropriate to the task. The systems of
writing, of literature, had to be reassessed in order to ensure that they were
not in themselves inhibiting the ability to confront the real, and they had to
be reassessed in the light of the kind of new understandings of language and
of thought which are now seen to have pointed to language itself as the system
of systems.

This, then, is the period of the High Modernism of Joyce, Pound, Eliot,
Stein and others, marked by texts of an increasing self-consciousness—texts
which, conveying ‘a radical dissatisfaction with the commonsense view of
the real’ (Munton, 1984), break up or dislocate conventional narrative or
presentational procedures, sometimes even the sentence and the word, and
in so doing not only draw attention to and undermine conventional notions
of what a novel or poem or play should be, but attempt to circumvent the
intrusion of established discourse upon their presentations, whether or not
these are seen by their writers to be presentations of the ‘real’. So each of
the chapters of Ulysses, for example, employs a different narrative mode
and invites the reader to compare the ways in which the material therein is
inflected. So the ideogrammatic method of the Cantos endeavours to avoid
the connective tissue of conventional discourse and invites the reader to
arrange and explain its imagistic fragments in accordance with his or her
understanding and ability.

Too great a focus upon the textual self-consciousness of such works,
however, is in danger of forgetting that this is but one part—albeit a central
one—of a greater denaturalization. It is perhaps inevitable that the widespread
detection and analysis of the systems underlying or even comprising human
being should come down to language itself as the system at the heart of these
systems—at about the same time, incidentally, that in Geneva Ferdinand de
Saussure was formulating, in his Course in General Linguistics (1916), a theory
which would underpin and consolidate this very perception. While we should

127



LITERATURE AND HISTORY

not see it as modernism itself, the ‘High’> Modernism of Pound, Joyce and
Eliot, in its textual self-consciousness, becomes thus a logical consummation
of an extended process, a consummation in a sense inherent in that process
from the start.

Acknowledgement of a measure of proto-structuralism in the work of the
high modernists, in any case, can help to qualify some of the principal criticisms
levelled against them—the suggestion (such as we find in Lukacs, 1963, or
Jameson, 1979) of a tendency towards immersion within the world of
individual character and consequent neglect of wider social contexts which
meant that their works exemplify, rather than counteract, the deterioration
of their times, or the concomitant accusation, occasioned by the notorious
‘difficulty’ of many modernist works, of an intellectual élitism and even a
predisposition toward authoritarian politics.

The proto-structuralist account, for example, can show the work of Joyce,
Pound, Lewis and others as de-naturalizing character itself, pointing less to
any purported integrity it may possess than to the systems of which it is
composed or which operate through and control it, and so to the way in
which it is in fact contiguous with a world that had hitherto been regarded as
outside or beyond it. Ultimately this is no more nor less a Fascist than a
Marxist gambit. Pointing the way to the destabilization of the status quo by
showing what had been thought natural to be instead a construct, a product
of human systems, might be said to have been a prerequisite of both, as even
Eagleton seems to admit when he acknowledges the modernism of Berthold
Brecht (1986, p. 140).

The notorious ‘difficulty’ of so many modernist texts has doubtless a number
of sources. It may spring from a predisposition toward the writerly rather
than the readerly text, or from a desire rather to stimulate the faculty of
thought itself than to dictate the particular nature of things thought. It may
spring from a concern on the writers’ part to maintain in the texture of their
work an evident presence of the past, or from a post-Nietzschean insistence
on the role of the will in overcoming eternal recurrence. Whatever its origins,
however, it is perhaps best seen not as a conscious arrogance toward the
reader, but in the light of that ostranenie—the estrangement that might prepare
the way for a fresh seeing—for which, unbeknown to most of the English
modernists, the Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovsky and others were arguing
at the time (see Shklovsky, 19635). There are exceptions, of course. The support
of Pound, Lewis and others for authoritarian regimes is well known. But
theirs is an intellectual position common enough in the period—arguably little
different in kind from those of Yeats, Eliot or D.H.Lawrence—and is perhaps
easier to condemn in hindsight than it was to resist at the time. It might,
ultimately, index less an inherent disposition in the strategies and subjects of
the texts themselves than the very crisis in Western civilization and urgency of
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the felt need for intellectual and social solutions that are the root and
explanation of so much of the modernist endeavour.
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POSTMODERNISM

ROBERT B.RAY

Because in common usage the word ‘modern’ simply means ‘contemporary’,
the term ‘postmodernism’ has seemed, from the start, like the vocabulary of
science fiction. How, after all, can something which exists now be said to
come after the present? The word’s apocalyptic tone, its connotations of
nihilistic rejection, issue from this oxymoronic aspect which seems to provide
a way of speaking about the impossible. To say ‘I am postmodern’ would be,
for most people, something like saying ‘I am asleep’—it can be done, but
what does it mean? Of course, the confusion vanishes when we replace
‘modern’ with ‘modernism’ and explain that the latter refers less to historical
time than to a specific movement in the arts. Even with this refinement,
however, the words ‘postmodern’ and ‘postmodernism” have not yet lost their
fundamental strangeness—a strangeness corresponding perhaps to the radical
break with traditional assumptions about meaning which the postmodern
situation has effected. As we grow used to the word ‘postmodernism’, we
may also get used to its implications.

In 1924, two years after the annus mirabilis of Ulysses and The Waste Land,
Virginia Woolf suggested that modernism, or at least ‘the modern world’, had
begun ‘on or about December 1910° when ‘human character changed’ (Woolf,
[1924] 1950, p. 96).In 1977, with a mock seriousness typical of postmodernism,
Charles Jencks, offered that modernism had ended on 15 July 1972 at 3.32
p.m. (Jencks, 1984, p. 9). For Jencks, the symbolism of this moment derived
from a specific architectural event, the demolition of modernist Minouru
Yamasaki’s Pruitt-Igoe housing project, deemed obsolete by St Louis city
planners. The term ‘postmodernism’ did indeed find its first widespread
circulation in architecture, but it migrated rapidly until it now seems to designate
simultaneously an aesthetic style, a cultural situation, a critical practice, an
economic condition, and a political attitude. Thus, depending on one’s definition,
different dates present themselves as the start of what counts as ‘post’:

131



LITERATURE AND HISTORY

Did, for example, postmodernism begin in 1984 when the US Supreme
Court ruled that copyright laws did not prohibit home off-the-air video taping?

In 1972, when the percentage of Americans employed in service industries
reached twice that in manufacturing?

In 1971, when Barry Commoner’s The Closing Circle formulated the First
Two Laws of Ecology, ‘Everything is connected to everything else’, and
‘Everything must go somewhere’?

In 1968, when European and American student strikes demonstrated the
wide appeal of the anti-war, feminist and minority rights movements?

In 1962, when Andy Warhol, taking his friends’ advice to suppress all
traces of abstract expressionism, produced his first Campbell Soup Cans?

In 1954, when for the first time, more than half of American homes had
television?

In 1952, when the Lettrist International (the prototype of the Situationists)
disrupted Charlie Chaplin’s Ritz Hotel press conference, explaining that “We
believe that the most urgent expression of freedom is the destruction of idols,
especially when they present themselves in the name of freedom’ (Marcus,
1982, p. 15)?

In 1946, when Arnold Toynbee referred to a ‘Post-Modern’ historical age
(Toynbee, 1965), and Randall Jarrell described Robert Lowell as ‘post- or
anti-modernist’ (Calinescu, 1987, p. 267)?

In 1913, when Marcel Duchamp mounted an upside-down bicycle wheel
to a kitchen stool, thereby ‘producing’ the first ‘readymade’ (Duchamp’s own
term for an everyday object, named, signed and offered as ‘art’)?

In 1863, when the dandies that Baudelaire described strolled in Haussmann’s
rebuilt Paris, using their clothes as an emblem of ambivalent revolt?

In 1855, when the Parisian World Exhibition became the first to have an
exhibit called ‘Photography’?

In 1852, when the Bon Marché, the first department store, opened in Paris,
one year after the Crystal Palace and three years before the Louvre (Williams,
1982, p. 66)?

In 1850, when Flaubert began his Dictionary of Received Ideas, a dead-
pan citation of everyday life?

In 1836, when the Parisian La Presse became the first commercial daily
newspaper, ‘arguably the first consumer commodity: made to be perishable,
purchased to be thrown away’ (Terdiman, 19885, p. 120)?

That any of these dates (and a dozen others) could legitimately mark the
decisive break suggests the single most important thing about postmodernism:
unlike impressionism, cubism, expressionism, and even modernism, it cannot
best be understood as simply another movement in the arts. Thus, the standard
typological moves of literary criticism do not work very well to distinguish
postmodernism from its predecessors. When cataloguing ‘postmodernist
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devices’ (self-reflexivity, parody, etc.) identifies Beckett and Nabokov
(previously claimed for modernism) as the great postmodernist writers, we
know something is wrong. Here, then, are six different attempts to explain
the postmodern.

REDEMPTION

postmodern...the term has lately been losing its luster.
(Thomas Crow, in Foster, 1987, p. 1)

Any person, any object, any relationship can mean absolutely anything else.
(Walter Benjamin, [1928] 1977, p. 175)

The best way to understand postmodernism is to think about the story of
Douglas Sirk. Of Danish extraction, Sirk settled in Germany, working in the
theatre until 1934 when he began making films at UFA, the largest German
studio. He left three years later, by which time his vaguely leftist credentials
had begun to cause him trouble. Settling in the United States in 1939, he
languished at Warner Brothers and Columbia before catching on with Universal
where he made the five movies on which his reputation rests: Magnificent
Obsession (1952), All That Heaven Allows (1955), Written on the Wind
(1956), Tarnished Angels (1957) and Imitation of Life (1959). This work is
of a piece: big-budget, commercially successful (except for Tarnished Angels)
melodramas, starring Rock Hudson (except for Imitation). At their release,
they received no critical attention; like most Hollywood products, they
entertained, made money and vanished.

In the late 1960s, however, then retired to Switzerland, Sirk began giving a
series of interviews to film scholars. He now claimed that his movies
(remarkably dated in just 10-15 years) had, in fact, been subversive, critical
parodies of American ‘bourgeois values’ and Hollywood’s taste for melodrama.
Intentionally or not, Sirk had perfectly timed his play. It was eagerly received
by an Anglo-American film studies community aflush with two incompatible
enthusiasms: auteurism (which focused on a movie’s director) and leftist
ideology. Sirk provided a bridge between the two, as an auteur hero whose
struggle against Hollywood’s ‘repressive studio system’ had involved sly
criticisms of capitalist values. That these values rested above all on exactly
the kind of individualism auteurism assumed bothered no one. The Sirk boom
was on, and analyses of his films flowered in journals and at conferences. By
1978, one film scholar could matter-of-factly refer to Sirk’s ‘famous ironic
subtext’.

As a parable, what does this story tell us about postmodernism? To start
with, Sirk’s interviews involved a remotivation of his own films: by commenting
on them, he changed their meaning, redeeming an otherwise valueless currency.
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Such remotivation, far from being unusual, has become the late twentieth
century’s paradigmatic cultural practice. In high culture, this move descends
from Duchamp’s readymades, passing through Ives’s musical allusions, cubism’s
collages, surrealism’s ‘headline poetry’, pop art’s image appropriations, and
ending, for the moment at least, with Sherrie Levine’s overt piracies of images
by Edward Weston, Egon Schiele and Joan Mir6. Sirk’s case, in effect, amounts
to an extension of Duchamp’s readymades tactic, for Sirk remotivated found
objects that were his own work without modifying or ‘correcting’ them in any
way. (The closest comparison would be to Duchamp’s remotivated Mona Lisa
(‘Shaved’) which leaves the original untouched, but depends on his own previous
modification, the goateed ‘L.H.0.0.Q.”.)

Such remotivations occur even more often in mass culture where they go by
the name ‘recuperation’. Those who use this word have in mind the cooption of
once-radical techniques for commercial purposes, the assimilation, say, of
surrealism’s discontinuities by advertising. Often, of course, the remotivations
run in the opposite direction: witness ‘recuperation’ itself, whose benign medical
meaning has been made over into a pejorative by leftist cultural critics. Similarly,
Dick Hebdige (1979) has shown how, to mark their opposition to dominant
values, British youth cultures have inevitably relied on re-contextualizing existing
fashions. Thus, among the mods, ‘the conventional insignia of the business
world—the suit, collar and tie, short hair, etc.—were stripped of their original
connotations—efficiency, ambition, compliance with authority’ (pp. 104-5).

Before such phenomena of remotivation, the formalist methodologies of
modernism (with their belief in art’s autonomy) reach their explanatory limits.
As an example of postmodernism, the Sirk case represents the shift from work
to textuality. Postmodernism retains the notion of the art object, but redefines
it as a site, a crossroads traversed by communicative highways continuously
rerouted by external, extra-textual circumstances—the conditions of publicity.
Any method which attends only to the object will prove inadequate. Could
we, for example, itemize the properties of that class of texts most susceptible
to Sirkian-styled remotivations? In 1964, Susan Sontag still thought we could,
ironically saying of camp (the prototype of all drastic re-readings) that ‘not
everything can be seen as Camp. It’s not all in the eye of the beholder’ (1966,
p-277). But of course it is. What class of texts or events cannot be made over?
High art?>—see Duchamp’s Mona Lisa. Real historical tragedy?—see Mel
Brooks’s send-up of Nazism in The Producers.

Although Sirk claimed for himself the critical perspective of modernism,
the Sirkian phenomenon (a different entity) represents the new situation we
call postmodernism: semiotic volatility and necessary complicity, (1) Sirk
opportunistically seized on the instability of his own signs to make his movies
mean something else; (2) his ideological critique, if it existed, worked within
dominant, even ideologically contaminated, forms—melodrama, classical
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narrative, star vehicles, the commercial cinema, misogyny. This is the lesson:
in postmodernism, modernism’s commitment to the sanctity of art and the
politics of confrontation give way to what Brecht (1966) called ‘refunctioning’
and ‘cunning’: the tradition is revived, but rewritten; the battle is fought, but
not on grounds that will alert the enemy.

Why has remotivation become so common in the late twentieth century?
To what specific circumstances does it correspond? Over fifty years ago, in
what could be called the founding essay of postmodernism, Walter Benjamin
([1935] 1969) identified the crucial fact as mechanical reproduction and the
historical juncture as mid-nineteenth-century Paris, when new forms
(photography, cheap books, lithography) and their attendant mass culture
first challenged the supremacy of traditional aesthetic practice. By now, the
effects of mechanical reproduction have become far more evident: an immense
increase in the number of signs, an uncontrollable multiplication of their
possible contextualizations. By itself, photography is the perfect collage
machine (Ulmer, 19835), isolating fragments of the world and making them
available for endless reframings. As I write, I have before me a page from
Tennis Week which reproduces a previous Newsweek cover of a homeless
American family, now recaptioned:

Although TW likes to claim star photographer Melchior DiGiacomo as its own,
we must admit that from time to time he does stray into loftier quarters. Above
is featured his January 2nd Newsweek cover, headlining the magazine’s in-depth
report on the country’s homeless. Our congratulations!

By referring to such remotivations as ‘hijacking’, one writer (Ball, 1987, p.
34) suggests the homology between cultural practice and everyday life in the
postmodern world. For just as modern transportation exposes passengers to
the threat of unscheduled detours, mechanical reproduction, by disseminating
signs, leaves them open to unpredictable re-routings of their own. Artists
since Duchamp have recognized this condition. In the 1960s, the Situationists
exploited it for political polemics, practising what they called détournement,
a ‘reterritorialization’ of objects through appropriations like recaptioned comic
strips. Jacques Derrida has described this historical situation in a famous
passage whose urgency could only have occurred in a media age:

And this is the possibility on which I want to insist.... Every sign, linguistic or
non-linguistic, spoken or written...in a small or large unit, can be cited, put
between quotation marks: in so doing it can break with every given context,
engendering an infinity of new contexts in a manner which is absolutely
illimitable. This does not imply that the mark is valid outside of a context, but
on the contrary that there are only contexts without any center or absolute
anchoring.

(1977, pp. 185-6)
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Mechanical reproduction has other effects as well. By indiscriminately
preserving and distributing even the most disposable cultural productions
(think how television revives everything), it stimulates an aesthetic whose
appropriative basis is ecological. Andy Warhol made this connection explicit:

I always like to work on leftovers, doing the leftover things. Things that were
discarded, that everyone knew were no good.... if you can take it and make it
good or at least interesting, then you’re not wasting as much as you would
otherwise. You’re recycling work and you’re recycling people, and you’re running
your business as a byproduct of other businesses. Of other directly competitive
businesses, as a matter of fact. So that’s a very economical operating procedure.

(1975, p. 93)

The biological metaphor (‘recycling’) accurately describes the eco-systems of
contemporary culture, where the division between text and paratext (e.g.
blurbs, book jackets, criticism) seems increasingly uncertain. Of enormous
importance to these eco-systems are the institutions of learning, art and
publicity which have arisen in response to mechanical reproduction’s
commodification of information. Such institutions work ceaselessly to
negotiate, influence, delimit the meanings of the cultural objects which they
produce or distribute, subjecting any text’s network to a continuous re-routing,
to ‘switching’ in railroad parlance. Thus, the Hollywood studio system, a
prime example, uses press releases, ads, posters, studio-sponsored fanzines,
the star system, star bios, interviews, press leaks and plants, the Academy
Awards—all to de-emphasize a film’s role in determining its own reading.
Aberrant decoding (Eco, 1972, p. 121), like Sirk’s, enables individual readers
or groups (such as feminist critics) to play this game as well, to read against
the grain of intentions, thereby profitably remotivating Hollywood’s product
for other, typically political, purposes. Postmodernism recognizes that meaning
becomes an apparatus matter: production, distribution and consumption all
influence meaning, and the ‘encrustations’ (reviews, gossip, synopses, etc.)
surrounding the text almost always dominate it (Bennett, 1982). In these
circumstances, all meaning is a form of propaganda.

We might say, for example, that the Sirk phenomenon depended less on
Sirk’s movies than on an anxious academic community’s deference to
‘European intellectuals’ and need for publishing Lebensraum: here, after all,
was a new topic. The information apparatuses are voracious; mechanical
reproduction accelerates their assimilative powers to the point that, by 1987,
postmodernism as a topic had already become old hat. From the start, the
modernists feared this situation, which threatened both to remove works from
artists’ control and to use them up through overexposure. If the modernist
response was to retreat from this scene by using difficulty to protect works
from mass appropriation (see Mallarmé), the postmodernist one was to settle
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within it, experimenting with the possibilities afforded by mechanical
reproduction in a dead-pan, complicitous merger of criticism and profiteering
for which dandyism (a critique of consumerism dependent on shopping) is
the prototype (see Warhol, 1975). By playing this ambiguous game, Sirk
demonstrated postmodernism’s characteristic fact: the limitless possibilities
for reading differently, for practising ‘a semiotic guerrilla warfare’ (Eco, 1972,
p. 121), on the very art objects that modernism had thought were invulnerable.

TELEVISION

Everything in the world exists to end in a book.
(Mallarmé, [1862] 1968)

What Was Literatures
(Leslie Fiedler, 1982)

Everything wants to be television.
(Gregory L.Ulmer, 1989)

The best way to understand postmodernism is to think about a pun: in French,
poste means ‘television set’ (Ulmer, 1985). Postmodernism is really
postemodernism, what happened when modernism met TV. That wordplay
may start to explain why in a literary encyclopaedia, I seem studiously to be
avoiding written fiction, poetry and drama. These are the familiar, but still
shocking facts: 99 per cent of American households have television (more
than have refrigerators or indoor plumbing), and in those households, the
television runs nearly eight hours a day (more than most people work or
sleep). The formal story-telling function, once the property of literature, has
been taken over by film and television, which have also appropriated
nineteenth-century fiction’s realistic mode. As one writer has remarked, TV is
not simply a part of modern life, “TV virtually is modern life’ (Steinberg,
1980, p. 141). We have begun to realize, as George Steiner wrote in 1952,
‘that the “book as we have known it” has been a significant phenomenon
only in certain areas and cultures, and only during a relatively short span of
history’ (Steiner, 1972, p. 187).

If Mallarmé’s remark suggests that modernism was the high point of the
book, then postmodernism is what comes after. In another sense, however,
postmodernism also represents the beginning of something, the second decisive
shift in human history affecting the way we store, retrieve and communicate
information. Postmodernism is the moment when the alphabetic tradition,
which had succeeded the oral, yields its dominance to the electronic—when
television, tape recorders and computers take over roles previously played by
writing, books and libraries. We do not yet know the consequences of this
shift. We do know that the first, from orality to literacy, profoundly changed
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human memory, reasoning and imagination. In an alphabetic culture, even
the illiterate think in ways unfamiliar to a completely oral civilization.

Walter Ong (1982) has proposed that the electronic age amounts to a
‘secondary orality’ in which conceptualization, as in oral cultures, depends
less on literacy’s abstractions than on stories, images, heroes; less on the power
of argument than on audio-visual mnemonics. The result is not so much the
loss of the common cultural tradition, as television’s critics have maintained,
as its replacement by the most massive, pervasive intertext the world has ever
known. Mickey Mouse, Elvis, Star Wars, The Beatles—who (in the West, at
least) does not recognize these names? Amidst this swarm, the experimental
arts try out different kinds of electronic thinking, seeking conceptual
correspondences for television’s ceaseless discontinuity.

While postmodernist fiction’s penchant for abrupt transitions, comic-book
characters and melodramatic plotting (see Pynchon’s V and The Crying of
Lot 49) obviously issues from mass culture, the real question posed by the
electronic paradigm is whether thinking, as we have defined it, is possible at
all without the distance which television obliterates (Jameson, 1984). We
cannot yet know the answer; ‘the postmodern’, our name for the beginning of
Ong’s ‘electronic age’, is too new. We may suspect, however, that thinking
(much less literature) will no more go unmarked by this shift than it did by
the first one. Perhaps the pun is the model for thinking in a television age, for
the pun (beloved by Duchamp, Joyce, Cage, Derrida, Lacan) reproduces TV’s
own unmotivated, but consequential leaps, linking areas of knowledge and
experience previously kept discrete. In postmodernism, the pun complements
the metaphor, vehicles between points in our knowledge, allowing an electronic
thinking: neither induction nor deduction, but conduction (Ulmer, 1989).

THE RETURN

The making of superior art is arduous, usually. But under modernism, the
appreciation, even more than the making, of it has become more taxing, the
satisfaction and exhilaration to be gotten from the best new art more hardwon....
Yet the urge to relax is there, as it’s always been. It threatens and keeps on
threatening standards of quality.

(Clement Greenberg, 1980, p. 14)

Q: Is that what Pop Art is all about?
A: Yes. It’s liking things.
(Andy Warhol, in Swenson, 1963)

The best way to understand postmodernism is to think about pleasure. From
Manet to the nouveau roman, modernism’s austerity expressed itself in terms
of standards: functionalism without ornamentation, expression without
sentimentality, ‘a purer meaning for the words of the tribe’ (Mallarmé). In
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practice, this stance translated into a gradual retreat from figurative painting,
melodic composition, narrative fiction and autobiographical lyric—moves
which can be summed up as ‘the hushing of anecdote’ (Schneider, 1971, p.
104). Leftist modernism, in particular, always suspected that pleasure followed
the route of ideology; thus, in the surgical metaphor Flaubert so often borrowed
from his father, elements allowing for easy gratification had to be cut out.
With a very different politics, another branch of modernism simply regarded
mass taste as degrading and used difficulty to defend against accessibility.
The most naked statement of this stance is Mallarmé’s:

The hour is a serious one: the people are being educated, great doctrines are
going to spread. Make sure that if there is vulgarization it is of morality, not art,
and that your efforts do not tend toward making you...that grotesque and
pitiful thing, a working-class poet.
Let the masses read works on morality, but for heaven’s sake do not give
them our poetry to spoil.
O poets, you have always been proud; now, even more, become disdainful.
([1862] 1968, p. 202)

Like any repressed term, however, pleasure always shadowed even the most
rigorous modernism, often appearing as an ambivalence about the official poetic.
Mallarmé himself could joke about his own methods, putting off a publisher
impatient for “Tombeau (de Verlaine)’ with the remark, “Wait...at least until I
add a little obscurity’ (in Gibson, 1979, p. 92). Brecht is the transitional figure.
In 1926, having arrived at his famous alienation effect, he spoke as a modernist:
‘T aim at an extremely classical, cold, highly intellectual style of performance.
I’'m not writing for the scum who want to have the cockles of their hearts
warmed.” Twenty-two years later, he had changed his mind: ‘From the start it
has been the theatre’s business to entertain people, as it has all of the other arts.
It is this business which always gives it its particular dignity; it needs no other
passport than fun, but this it has got to have’ (Brecht, ed. 1964, pp. 14, 180).

Brecht, of course, had already recognized that for alienation purposes,
modernism’s emigration from ‘the realm of the merely enjoyable’ (p. 179)
had gone as far as it could, and that for an avant-garde audience, inured by
transgression, ‘the only really shocking things’, as a later artist would admit,
‘are delicacy and beauty’ (Eno, 1981, p. 52). Certainly postmodernism’s return
to representational painting, strong plots and simpler musical structures
derives, in part at least, from the exhaustion of modernism’s repertoire. Amidst
the high seriousness of modernism, as Roland Barthes often pointed out,
sentimentality could be a scandal.

From abstract expressionism to pop art, from Robbe-Grillet to Borges, from
bop to rock and roll, the transition to postmodernism represents the return of
things easier to like. It would be naive, of course, to see in this change the
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workings of a cultural pleasure principle. In Freudian terms, it is, however, the
return of the repressed other of modernism, mass culture and popular taste—
cartoons and soup cans, detective stories and science fiction, songs and beat. As
Freud predicted, this return has typically deployed itself along the very lines of
the original repression. The camp sensibility, enormously important to
postmodernism, began as a way of enjoying what had previously been censored
on political or aesthetic grounds: things deemed ‘bad’ by the ‘best standards’
returned as ‘good’ (because funny)—Carmen Miranda, art deco, Reefer Madness
(the US Government’s 1936 anti-marijuana propaganda film). At its most radical,
the camp disposition (another strategy for reading against the grain) challenged
postmodernism’s characteristic imbalance: democratic consumption undid
oligopolistic production, as interpreting differently enabled readers to resist the
messages sent by those with all the equipment.

THE HYBRID

There were not always novels in the past, and there will not always have to be;
not always tragedies, not always great epics; not always were the forms of
commentary, translation, indeed, even so-called plagiarism, playthings in the
margins of literature; they had a place not only in the philosophical but also in
the literary writings of Arabia and China. Rhetoric has not always been a minor
form, but set its stamp in antiquity on large provinces of literature. All this to
accustom you to the thought that we are in the midst of a mighty recasting of
literary forms, a melting down in which many of the opposites in which we
have been used to think may lose their force.

(Walter Benjamin, [1934] 1979, p. 224)

What is clear is that Barthes and Derrida are the writers, not the critics, that
students now read.
(Rosalind Krauss, 1980, p. 40)

The best way to understand postmodernism is to think about Julian Barnes’s
Flaubert’s Parrot (1985) and Roland Barthes’s S/Z (1974). Flaubert’s Parrot,
nominally a novel (and a modest best-seller), tells the fictional story of narrator
Geoffrey Braithwaite’s obsession with Flaubert. The book’s principal interest,
however, lies in its digressions from this slight donnée. Woven into the narrative
of Braithwaite’s search for ‘A Simple Heart’s’ original parrot are brief, playful,
compelling forays into biography and criticism, conducted in a variety of
forms: alternative chronologies (one on the good, one on the bad events in
Flaubert’s life, one in Flaubert’s own words), an annotated collection of
Flaubert’s animal metaphors (bears being preferred), eleven connections
between Flaubert and trains (he hated them but needed them for his affairs),
a dictionary of received ideas on Flaubert (he hated mankind!), a mock exam,
etc. The decisive point concerning this medley is less its formal inventiveness
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than its capacity to make knowledge appear, as Roland Barthes called for,
‘where it is not expected’ (1986, p. 242). Officially neither biography nor
criticism, Flaubert’s Parrot achieves the effect of both: a knowledge effect
enhanced by erudition’s passage through the novelesque.

S/Z, nominally a critical study (and an academic best-seller), pursues a line-
by-line examination of Balzac’s novella Sarrasine. The book’s principal interest,
however, lies in its ‘divagations’, brief, numbered, titled passages in which the
rigour of the explication du texte is loosened by ‘a number of fictive elements’
(Barthes, 1986, p. 289), specifically the other stories which Sarrasine’s literal
meaning engenders, and which the reader begins to imagine in the concentrated
idleness that ‘makes sense’ of narrative. Balzac’s hero arrives at a terrible moment:
having just made a first rendezvous with his beloved, he is accosted by a stranger
and warned of the terrible dangers that threaten him should he keep it. He
hesitates, and in a passage called ‘The Story’s Interest’, Barthes supposes what
will happen should Sarrasine turn away (the story will be over).

Even §/Z’s analytical sections depart from critical protocol, studded as
they are with distinctively whimsical punctuation (both arabic and roman
numerals, abbreviations, asterisks, italics, entirely capitalized words) and
multiple metaphors (the text is ‘a braid’, ‘a network’, ‘a telephone system’, ‘a
contract’, ‘a musical score’). §/Z, in fact, issues from a camp disposition that
dislocates its readymade (Balzac’s novella) from its prescribed place in
‘traditional fiction’, remotivating it (a la Sirk) for the avant-garde.

Flaubert’s Parrot interrupts its story with commentary, S/Z its analysis
with fiction—the process in both cases resembling contemporary recording,
where ‘straight’ musical signals are ‘treated’ (with reverberation, delay,
compression, chorusing, etc.) on their way to the final mix; Barnes’s
‘compressed’ biographical speculations ‘echo’ off the Braithwaite fiction, which
like the wall causing reverberation, can be set more or less far away; Barthes’s
doubling of Balzac’s plot lines ‘choruses’ Sarrasine’s adventures with other
stories and other possibilities for their understanding.

At stake in these books, and in postmodernism as a whole, is the founding
segregation mandated by Plato: the discourses responsible for discovering
and communicating knowledge were not to mix with the irresponsible ones
of art. Thus, while the conventions of clarity, consistency and reason attached
to the former, the latter assumed the benefits of its second-class citizenship:
fiction, imagery and decoration. Postmodernism represents the miscegenation
of the two modes—aesthetic thinking, conceptual art. The resulting hybrid
text reproduces in itself the basic cultural principle which only postmodernism
has acknowledged as a working heuristic, that the meaning of events depends
entirely on the commentary gathering to them.

The desire for the hybrid text has come from both artist and critic. T wanted
to put painting once again at the service of the mind’, Duchamp said early in
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the century, explaining his wish to escape the French expression, béte comme
un peintre (see Tomkins, 1968, p. 13). From the other direction comes the
longing for ‘the pleasure of the text’, the voluptuousness of art. Hence this
remark of Derrida’s, appearing after only the first page-and-a-half of a 108-
page essay: ‘Since we have already said everything, the reader must bear with
us if we continue on awhile. If we extend ourselves by force of play. If we then
write a bit’ (1981, p. 65).

This impulse has prompted the unclassifiable texts of postmodernism:
Borges’ Labyrinths, Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller, Derrida’s
Glas, Barthes’s Roland Barthes and A Lover’s Discourse, Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes
Tropiques, Godard’s films, Cage’s writings, Syberberg’s Our Hitler, Lacan’s
seminars. As a group, these works stage at the level of representation the
collapse of modernism’s privileged oppositions: avant-garde and mass culture,
private and public spheres, theoretical and practical activity. Contemporary
life everywhere witnesses the mutual implication of previously discrete
domains: a public event, the Super Bowl, impinges on the private, as several
million television viewers simultaneously flush their toilets during a time-out,
clogging New York’s sewers. How can we represent this circular
determination? The vocabulary of ‘deconstruction’, ‘dissolution’, ‘undoing’
overemphasizes postmodernism’s reactionary preoccupation with modernism.
At its best, postmodernism corresponds to a culture’s instinct for a via nova,
a new way to write and think about our situation that will go beyond the
novel and the essay, perhaps by combining them.

THE IDEAL WORK

The composition of vast books is a laborious and impoverishing extravagance.
To go on for five hundred pages developing an idea whose perfect oral expression
is possible in a few minutes! A better course of procedure is to pretend that
these books already exist, and then to offer a résumé, a commentary. Thus
proceeded Carlyle in Sartor Resartus. Thus Butler in The Fair Heaven. These
are works which suffer the imperfection of being themselves books, and of
being no less tautological than the others. More reasonable, more inept, more
indolent, I have preferred to write notes upon imaginary books.

(Jorge Luis Borges, 1962, pp. 15-16)

The best way to understand postmodernism is to think about a book that
Walter Benjamin never wrote. Benjamin’s original plan for his study of mid-
nineteenth-century Paris (the Arcades Project) has become one of the most
famous and suggestive ideas in contemporary thought. Impressed by the
cinematic technique of montage (where meaning results from the juxtaposition
of discrete images and sounds) and the surrealists’ interest in the fragment,
Benjamin wanted to compose a book made up entirely of quotations: lines
from Baudelaire, photographs, objective data, eyewitness accounts, cartoons,
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newspaper stories, historical documents, passages from fiction. He intended
to add the barest minimum of his own commentary, perhaps no more than
captions under pictures and a few connecting lines between citations. As he
putitin his journal, ‘Method of this work: literary montage. I need say nothing.
Only show’ (19834, p. 5).

Since Benjamin was forswearing the powers of explicit analysis for the
potential of emblematic images (whether pictorial or written), everything
depended on his choices and their arrangement. The idea would be for the
pregnant detail to ‘shimmer before the reader like the flash thoughts of a
memory’ so that the material history of mid-nineteenth-century Paris might
appear. An example: in arguing that Parisian revolutionary movements
repeatedly sought to deny and interrupt history’s apparent inevitability,
Benjamin observed that ‘On the night of the first evening of fighting (in the
July Revolution [of 1830]) it turned out that the clocks in towers were being
fired on simultaneously and independently from several places in Paris’ (in
Buck-Morss, 1981, p. 56).

‘History’, Benjamin wrote, ‘breaks down into images, not into stories’
(1983-4, p. 235), and arranging those images so as to make understandable
the world they represented became for him like analysing the images of dreams.
In his notebook, he quoted another writer:

The past has left behind in literary texts images of itself that are comparable to
the images which light imprints on a photosensitive plate. Only the future
possesses developers active enough to bring these plates out perfectly.

(p- 32)

Four suggestions why the Arcades Project is the ideal work of postmodernism:

1. By choosing mid-nineteenth-century Paris, Benjamin identified the time
and place of postmodernism’s origins. In the Paris arcades (the first shopping
malls), mass consumer culture begins. While England perfected industrial
production France anticipated post-industrial marketing, fostering desire
through its inventions: the department store, the commercial daily press,
the photograph. Only this site could occasion modernism, a reactionary
movement, founded on a nervous hostility to the democratization of taste.
Similarly, only this movement could spawn postmodernism, an opportunistic
movement, premised on a sense of the possibilities scattered by mass culture
and mechanical reproduction.

2. By proposing to select material from every cultural level, Benjamin implicitly
challenged modernism’s absolutist faith in high culture. ‘I won’t steal anything
valuable or appropriate any witty turns of phrase’, Benjamin promised. ‘But
the trivia, the trash’. This gathering of scraps was not to be criticized for its
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ideological contamination (a la Adorno), but allowed to speak for itself:
‘this, I don’t want to take stock of, but let come into its own in the only way
possible: use it’ (Benjamin, 1983-4, p. 5). Benjamin anticipates
postmodernism’s insight that the route to the episteme (science, knowledge)
is through a culture’s doxa, its received ideas, opinions and stories.

. Limiting himself to found materials, readymades, Benjamin could only

work by appropriation and remotivation, an ecological scavenging.
Significantly, while rationally justified as a ‘dialectical’ strategy in tune
with Benjamin’s genuine (yet willed) Marxism, this method solicited him
with the reward of pleasure. Delighted by surrealism, overcome by Aragon’s
novel/memoir Le Paysan de Paris (itself a collage text) (Buck-Morss, 1981,
p. 65), he could not turn his back on the devices of art. His text would
have been a hybrid—an ‘exact fantasy’, Adorno called it, rejecting the plan
(Buck-Morss, 1977, p. 129).

. The book was never written. We are free to imagine it and to develop its

commentary.

THE LIST

The value of alphabetic listings is that each word is automatically assigned a
specific but logically arbitrary place in the system, a space that only that item can
fill. It is thus of immense value in retrieval systems dealing with masses of disordered
information, such as subscriptions for the telephone or students in class.

(Jack Goody, 1977, p. 110)

Temptation of the alphabet: to adopt the succession of letters in order to link
fragments is to fall back on what constitutes the glory of language.... an
unmotivated order...which is not arbitrary (since everyone knows it, recognizes
it, and agrees on it). The alphabet is euphoric: no more anguish of ‘schema’, no
more rhetoric of ‘development’, no more twisted logic, no more dissertations!

(Roland Barthes, 1977, p. 147)

The best way to understand postmodernism is with a list.

A:
B:

C:

allegory, appropriation, aberrant decoding, Arcades Project, Ashbery
banality, bricolage, biographeme, Benjamin, Barthes, Baudrillard, Borges,
Barthelme

collage, co-option, complicity, camp, conceptual art, consumption,
computer, compact disc, chance, Cage, Calvino

displacement, dandyism, dead-pan, détournement, deconstruction,
difference, desire, democratization, Dictionary of Received Ideas,
Derrida, Duchamp

exchange value, everyday life, ecology, entropy (Pynchon)
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feminism, film, fashion, fetish, Finnegans Wake

graffiti, Godard

heterogeneity, heteroglossia (Bakhtin)

image, iterability (Derrida), intertextuality, implosion (Baudrillard)
jouissance

knell (Glas), knowledge

lateness, levelling, Lacan

mechanical reproduction, media, MTV, multi-national corporations,
montage, mass culture, mime (Derrida), margins

nuclear, neo, nostalgia

overdetermination, OULIPO (Workshop for Potential Literature)
pop art, pun, parody, pastiche, poste, plagiarism, photography,
popularization, performance

quotation

readymade, recuperation, remotivation, repetition, Rauschenberg
Situationists, spectacle, speed, sign, signature, site-specific art, Sirk
television, tape recorders, textuality

urinal (Duchamp), uniformity (Warhol)

volatility (semiotic), video, vernacular, voyeuristic, V (Pynchon)
word-processor, Walkman, Warhol

Xerox

yuppies

N4
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GENRE

ALASTAIR FOWLER

Literature has always been organized in genres, that is, in groups of works—
tragedies, comedies, epigrams and the like—that belong together because they
stand in the same tradition. Each genre is characterized by certain features,
certain constellations of formal qualities; so that its members share many
resemblances. How, exactly, do individual works relate to other similar works?
Various answers to this question have been given, and have seemed for a time
to hold the secret of literary originality. In consequence, genre has come to be
one of the most compelling concepts in the whole of literary theory. It occupies
a central position, beset with elusive issues. How do generic conventions
change? Is this the same as asking how literature itself changes? Is classification
by genre possible? Or is genre an accumulation of constantly changing codes?
Are there rules of genre that condition aesthetic judgements? Such questions
may appear abstract and general; yet they are involved in every act of criticism.
This essay will glance at how they have been answered during the last century.

From the point of view of genre, the nineteenth century was an intensely
creative period. It gave itself over to innovation and generic mixture with an
almost medieval boldness. This was not achieved, however, against a
background of adequate genre theory, for after the decay of neo-classical
rhetoric a chasm had opened between practice and theory.

Three seeds of generic thinking, at most, proved fertile in the Victorian
period. One was the idea of evolution of literary forms, on the biological
model. Schiller had proposed that genres develop from ‘primitive’ or ‘naive’
to ‘artificial’ or ‘sentimental’ versions. This valuable idea was taken up by
many others, and eventually developed by C.S.Lewis (1942) into a distinction
between a fresh ‘primary’ stage (exemplified by Homer’s epics) and a
‘secondary’, self-consciously imitative stage (represented by Virgil’s Aeneid),
more concerned with considerations of generic purity.

Another idealized mixture: original writers had to make sure that pure forms
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of genre were blurred, mixed, or if possible evaded altogether. The third seed
took root, contradictorily, in the hypothesis of a ‘natural’ division of all literature
into dramatic, lyric and narrative. Its fertility, however, even in good critics like
the mid-nineteenth-century Eneas Sweetland Dallas, produced a blighted,
metaphysical luxuriance; burgeoning in meditations on hypostatized entities
such as ‘the lyric’. In a famous Festschrift article of 1967, René Wellek (1970)
showed how unedifyingly vague such meditations mostly were (and, one might
add, still are). Nevertheless, Wellek’s salutary destructive work may have been
taken a little too far. There is substance in Susanne K.Langer’s neo-Kantian
account of ‘the great literary forms’ in Feeling and Form (1953): her discussion
of the use of tenses in lyric, for example, still retains interest. It is possible that
the triple division, which after all goes back to Plato, may at least correspond to
logical alternatives in the conscious construction of literary elements.

Romantic repudiation of the categories of genre was carried to a logical
conclusion by Benedetto Croce, an anti-rhetorical theorist of very considerable
influence. To Croce generic categories were simply “false distinctions’, showing
‘of what dialectic pirouettes and sublime trivialities even philosophers are
capable, when they begin to treat of the Aesthetic, of the tragic, comic, and
humorous’ (1909, p. 361). He conceded the existence of a ‘bond of likeness’
such as is observed among individuals, but denied, precociously, that such
‘family likeness’ had anything to do with definable classes (p. 119). Thus,
each literary work approached is the subject of a unique aesthetic encounter,
to which general ideas have no relevance. It is easy but facile to dismiss Croce’s
theory as relativistic, or as a mere riscaldamento of the doctrines of German
Romanticism. He was a hero of modernism, and made a courageous attempt
to penetrate beyond customary abstractions to the actual mental phenomena
of criticism, and may be regarded as anticipating not only Wittgensteinian
themes but also those of phenomenology—to say nothing of American New
Criticism. More specifically, a Crocean approach was to underlie certain
aspects of E.D.Hirsch’s theory of intrinsic genre, discussed below. It recognizes,
indeed, an enduring truth: namely, that genuine aesthetic responses are to
individual works, not merely to representatives of classes.

However important Croce’s ideas may now seem, in the early decades of
this century they were almost totally ignored by literary scholars, who calmly
went about their business of chronicling the ‘fixed historical kinds’. Studies
such as W.W.Greg’s important Pastoral Poetry and Pastoral Drama (1906),
James Hutton’s learned The Influence of the Greek Anthology (1922), and
Dwight L.Durling’s Georgic Tradition in English Poetry (1935) consisted for
the most part of empirical lists of works, debts and ‘influences’; if any
theoretical impulse informed them, it was a quasi-Darwinian desire to trace
formal evolution. Such work has continued through more recent decades,
although now with a more sophisticated method: among several excellent
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examples one might mention John Chalker’s The English Georgic (1969) and
Helen Cooper’s Pastoral: Medieval into Renaissance (1977). Because of its
diachronic approach, this sort of genre study has recently been out of critical
fashion. But undeservedly—when most theoretically interesting criticism has
long gone, it will remain of enduring value for its well-ordered information.
Indeed, Greg’s book, and others like it, laid the foundation for modern
comparative literature studies. And the early chronicle histories of pastoral
and georgic provided grist for the finer historiographic mills of a theorist like
Ralph Cohen in The Art of Discrimination (1964), as well as for political
applications like Anthony Low’s The Georgic Revolution (1987).

The claims of traditional genre were asserted more theoretically by the
Chicago Aristotelians—the philosopher Richard McKeon, the critics Elder
Olson and R.W.Keast, the literary historian Bernard Weinberg, and above all
the historian of ideas R.S.Crane. Committed to the teaching of critical method
as an academic subject, the Chicago school was in theory pluralistically
tolerant; but in practice its classicism was narrowly prescriptive—as in the
way it dismissed German romantic ideas out of hand. The Chicagoans’
approach was rhetorical, in the sense that they insisted criticism should be
appropriate to the original historical genres—should treat, in a proportionate
way, such rhetorical features of a work as plot, imitated action, character and
diction (Aristotle’s ‘parts’ of tragedy). Thus plot, a cardinal feature, is the
focus in Crane’s ‘Concept of Plot and the Plot of Tom Jones’ (1952). The
Chicagoans’ return to rhetorical detail may be considered a sort of progress.
But their insistence on rigid genre boundaries, between classes with defining
characteristics, vitiated all they achieved. They had put on blinkers excluding
literature’s true complexity and untidiness. In any case, the criticism performed
under their aegis was not, in the event, very impressive. Perhaps their
reaffirmation of neglected rhetorical ideas, perhaps only Crane’s authority of
intellect and personality, makes the Chicago school seem at all important.

The Chicago school explicitly assumed, just as the non-theoretical
chroniclers assumed implicitly, that the historical kinds had each a peculiar
‘external’ form, a distinctive structure (like the octave and sestet of Petrarchan
sonnets), definite and identifiable in much the same way as the features of
biological species. The kinds evolved, to be sure; yet, contradictorily, they ran
true to type and were invariable. Not surprisingly, the more minute literary
history became, the shorter the lives of these invariable fixed kinds. They
had, indeed, precise common characteristics; but these were so many and so
arbitrary as to defy rationalization.

Understandably, critics who wanted a more explanatory concept of grouping
turned to a broader approach, and examined what it was that similar genres
had in common, and especially genres in different historical periods. These
have tended to paint with a rather loose brush. They may be described as
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modal critics; although, particularly after Northrop Frye, the terms ‘mode’,
‘genre’ and ‘kind’ have all been used with a bewildering variety of applications.
Modal studies have a great exemplar in Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957),
a book that has inspired countless others; they include works like T.R.Henn,
The Harvest of Tragedy (1966), Abbie Findlay Potts, The Elegiac Mode (1967),
Renato Poggioli, The Oaten Flute (1975) and Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and
His World (1968) on the carnival or comic mode.

Modal critics tend to ignore historical development. Indeed, many of them
adopt a synchronic method, treating literature as if it were all written in the
present—the domain of assumptions they privilege. Necessarily they must
ignore many distinctions, and make do with a small number of shared features.
This simpler, more malleable material enables them to achieve explanatory
facility, if not exactly explanatory force. And the modal critics can claim a
certain adventitious half-validity, in that many nineteenth-century and modern
writers, at least, themselves adopted a modal view.

As one might almost expect, if it were not so paradoxical, the best of the
synchronic modal critics are those, like Frye and Angus Fletcher, who know a
great deal of literary history. The reader of Fletcher’s Allegory: The Theory of
a Symbolic Mode (1964) finds a keen excitement in his brilliant development
of such ideas as the generation of subcharacters. This, one feels, is how
literature really works. And one might say the same of William Empson’s
Some Versions of Pastoral (1935), so far as its investigation of thematic
interaction of plot and subplot is concerned. Even Empson’s treatment of
Alice in Wonderland as pastoral, although hardly defensible historically,
overextends the mode in an interesting way. Such criticism serves to put literary
works beside unaccustomed neighbours in an illuminating way. Often this is
done to make a contentious point; for modal critics are given to moral synthesis,
and tend to be impatient moralists.

Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism is a marvellous, maddening book, which draws,
in a way unusual among ‘powerful’ theoretical works, on a wide range of
deeply considered reading. Frye addresses himself to the understanding not of
literary works, but of generic ingredients of literature at large. He sets out
several highly original ideas about how genres might be compared: as, for
example, by their ‘mimetic mode’ or height—their heroes’ powers on a scale
of human possibility. (For example, epic heroes are above average, but do not
have the same supernatural involvements as those of romance.) Unfortunately,
Frye’s bold insights are a little clouded by his free use of terms like ‘mode’ in
new and not adequately defined senses. Nor does he develop them to the
point at which they might persuade or challenge verification. Moreover, he
often distinguishes modes (in the sense, this time, of genres) by poetical rather
than critical procedures—distributing them among scalar compartments of
mental space, perhaps, or among the seasons of a notional year. Such

154



GENRE

schematizing, however pedagogically suggestive it may be, is too arbitrarily
imposed: it points to an unsatisfactory resolution of the historical problem.
Frye’s genre theory has been associated with structuralism, a connection he
rightly disclaims; nevertheless, it would seem to be limited, in some ways, by
a similarly synchronic disposition.

The next phase, that of the 1960s, needs to be seen in distant perspective,
taking in the nature of meaning itself. Since Aristotle, this had been understood
in terms of two complementary models: namely, the coding-decoding model,
and the common-sense model of inferred intentions. Now, however, New
Critics like William K.Wimsatt, Monroe Beardsley and Cleanth Brooks
introduced a method of interpretation whereby intention was disregarded,
even flouted; they preferred to select interpretations that maximized richness.
Not surprisingly, they had little interest in genre, with its constraining
indications of the kind of work and meanings the writer intended. (Indeed,
Wimsatt rejected the Chicago approach quite vigorously.) In any case, the
New Critics limited their attention to a small number of closely related ‘lyric’
genres, all of short length. Other genres they ignored, or even despised (as did
the contemporary Cambridge critics), but without developing theoretical
reasons for doing so.

New Criticism focused its attention, albeit not very systematically, on
unobvious or inadvertent meanings. This practice was taken to a theoretical
extreme by the French structuralists, who did not regard writing as having
any interesting, or indeed accessible, connection with writers. (Structuralism
is a school of thought that attends to relations between things to the virtual
exclusion of their substance and historical functions.) The structuralists thought
of interpretation as exclusively an affair of decoding and analysing the results.
Neither intention to mean nor biographical and immediate historical contexts
of writing had the slightest value for them. Roland Barthes and other
structuralists even spoke of the ‘death’ of the author. All that existed was
‘Text’. Eventually, literature came to be seen, especially by the
deconstructionists, as a series of intertextualities in which texts generated
texts within a synchronic stasis.

The structuralists differed from the New Critics, however, in having no
objection to genre abstractions, or to thinking in terms of classes—although
of course they dismissed traditional genre theory out of hand. Indeed, genre
was a congenial subject to them, being a coding system, on which they might
be expected to excel. And, in the event, they succeeded in bringing out how
far generic features were precisely codings, and not merely arbitrary marks of
identification. Structuralist successes were mostly in theorizing about the novel
(previously neglected, as a form that only developed after traditional genre
theory). Gérard Genette (1980), in particular, deserves mention. One or two
structuralist studies of other modes are also of interest, such as Tzvetan
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Todorov’s The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (trans.
1973). Todorov’s work is fresh and interesting, and less blinkered than usual
by synchronism, since it studies a group of works mostly produced within a
short historical period. For the most part, the structuralists ignored context,
not to speak of historical change; Fredric Jameson’s fine article ‘Magical
Narratives: Romance as Genre’, developed in The Political Unconscious
(1981), was a notable exception—if, indeed, he counts at all as one of their
number. Structuralism invariably treated genres as definable classes: hence
one of the points of Jacques Derrida’s attempt (1980) to subvert it
deconstructively, by showing that indications of genre, by not themselves being
within the genre, introduce inevitable ‘contamination’. Such ‘problems’ only
arise when genres are thought of as classes.

At the opposite extreme from structuralism, E.D.Hirsch’s Validity in
Interpretation (1967) reasserted authorial intention as the criterion of meaning.
Hirsch reacted against the irresponsibilities of the New Critics; yet he shared
certain of their emphases, notably that on the free-standing uniqueness of
individual works. In this, he could even be regarded as a Crocean. Hirschian
intentionalism is of no direct concern here; but there are far-reaching
implications for genre theory in his analysis of the communication of meaning.
For Hirsch, this is invariably communication of types. Broad genres in the
traditional sense, however, he discounts as inevitably ‘extrinsic’. They are of
no more than transitory value, as a scaffolding of temporary use in constructing
the intrinsic type; distant horizons which at best help to arrive at the far more
narrowly circumscribed type that is of real interest. Hirsch’s main concern is
to develop a concept of this ‘intrinsic genre’, the type that ‘lies somewhere
between the vague, heuristic genre idea with which an interpreter always
starts and the individual, determinate meaning with which he ends’ (1967, p.
81). Much of the central contention of Validity in Interpretation have never
been rebutted. Yet it was denied by those who found easy New-Critical or
structuralist habits hard to break. And its emphasis on validity has been by-
passed by an increasingly pragmatist theory. Nevertheless, his insistence that
interpretation calls for inferences about intended meaning has been justified
by recent developments in psycholinguistics and in the philosophy of meaning.
It remains to be seen whether his theory can be adjusted to allow for local
indeterminacies, and whether his concept of ‘intrinsic genre’—a type distinct
from full linguistic realization—will come to be accepted.

Another work of fundamental theoretical importance appeared about the
same time: Roman Ingarden’s The Literary Work of Art (1965). Ingarden’s
clear exposition of the stratified structures whereby literary works exist,
although in itself generalized to a point fairly close to boredom, had
considerable explanatory power, and stimulated many detailed accounts of
genre, by critics now better informed theoretically than the early annalists.
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For analysis of point of view, various narrational modes and the like, the
work of the structuralist Genette has already been mentioned. Drier, but subtler
and more penetrating is the phenomenological account in Félix Martinez-
Bonati’s Fictive Discourse and the Structures of Literature (trans. 1981). And
a comprehensive account of narrative, enriched with many valuable examples,
may be found in EK. Stanzel, A Theory of Narrative (trans. 1984).

As regards poetry, Ralph Cohen’s monograph (1964) on Thomson’s Seasons
draws on prolonged theoretical considerations of the georgic mode; and some
of the implications of this work are well brought out in his ‘Innovation and
Variation: Literary Change and Georgic Poetry’ (1974). Cohen here comes to
grips with the fundamental yet widely avoided problem of generic innovation.
In passing, he makes the important point that genres change at a different
rate from other literary conventions, so that they can be of great assistance in
breaking into the hermeneutic circle. Other work of significant general import
in this phase includes essays by W.D.Stempel (1970) and Hans Robert Jauss
(1977), discussing the part played by genre in reception of a work.

Meanwhile the ideas of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein were being
brought to bear on genre theory. Wittgenstein had shown that many groupings,
such as games, are not hard-edged classes susceptible to rigid definition, but
have a coherence which more resembles that of a family. Rather than defining
characteristics, their members share family resemblances. By these a family is
easily recognized; yet not all of them need be exhibited by any single individual
member. This approach began to be applied to literature in a tentative way by
several critics in the 1960s: for example Robert C.Elliott (1962), Maurice
Mandelbaum (1965) and Graham Hough (1966). A sense of the impossibility
of definition may also underlie Richmond Alexander Lattimore’s Story Patterns
in Greek Tragedy (1964). Lattimore was unable to treat even Attic tragedy as
a single class, and posited a less logically tidy arrangement distributing features
among various subgenres or variant types (discovery tragedy, revenge tragedy
and the like). Once the concept of family resemblance was introduced, its
further application had a natural inevitability. All subsequent genre theory, it
seems, must take account of the Wittgensteinian insight.

Thoroughgoing application of family resemblance theory came with
Alastair Fowler’s Kinds of Literature (1982), an attempt to construct, if not a
comprehensive theory of genre, at least a speculative description of the entire
field. Considering genres as families made it possible, even obligatory, to
adopt a diachronic approach, and so offered a fresh approach to the problem
of historical change. For Fowler, the so-called fixed historical kinds are not at
all fixed, but mutable, continually renewed repertoires of characteristic
features (external structure, rhetoric, topics and the like). Such repertoires are
not a means of classification so much as a resource of signs in a language or
coding system that allows economical yet intelligible communication.
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Change of the repertoires is continual, for new works signify precisely by
their modulating of specific previous states of the genre. Hence their own
addition to it modifies the existing state, and a series of such successive
changes may alter it almost out of recognition. From these changing kinds,
however, less volatile ‘modes’ may be abstracted, consisting not of complete
repertoires, but only of a few representative features, mostly rhetorical.
These modes can be applied in the deliberate mixture of genres, whether local
or pervasive, that most literary events consist of. Throughout, Kinds of
Literature represents genre as a continually dynamic metamorphosis
whereby, in the course of history, kinds are assembled, become more
consciously practised (Lewis’s ‘secondary genre’), form the basis of modes,
enter into temporary mixtures, hybrids or modulations, and combine to form
new kinds. By this diachronic approach, Fowler attempted at once to
overthrow the basis of traditional genre theory, and at the same time to argue
that many ancient ideas of genre only need recasting and new application for
them to be relevant to modern literature.

Philosophically, Fowler’s ideas represented an unsatisfactory amalgam of
Wittgenstein, Carnap and the non-structuralist element in Saussure; and he
overestimated the part played in interpretation by coding. But he addressed a
clear need, and made some contributions, such as the distinction between
generic labels and actual genres (which change independently), or the idea of
multiple stages in formation (particularly his ‘tertiary genre’, that is, symbolic
transformation of a secondary genre). Perhaps, too, the frequency of his
examples may encourage theorists to come to grips with more of the complexity
of genre in actual literary history.

The same need to review traditional genre theory was addressed by others
in very different ways. Heather Dubrow’s Genre (1982) is an introductory
essay without pretensions to original theorizing. But in fact it clears a great
deal of ground economically, and its sensitive treatment of the part played by
genre in interpretation (heuristic, rather than determinative) breaks new paths.
Adena Rosmarin’s The Power of Genre (1986), by contrast, attempts an
ambitious general theory of genre from a structuralist standpoint. Rosmarin
rejects all notions of inductive procedure and descriptive validity; her criterion
of good genre criticism is simply explanatory power. Only by virtue of this
power, indeed, do genres themselves exist; and when better ‘explanations’ or
genres come along, they replace the former. Many critics doubtless think in
such terms of definitions and classes; and deductive inferences almost certainly
form part of our automatic mental processing. But only the absence of examples
from Rosmarin’s highly abstract book enables her to identify such processes
with an adequate critical response. (Even reading—Ilet alone criticism—
continually enriches logical procedures by imagination.) Rosmarin is almost
always extremely clear, and clearly discloses how much the synchronic
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structuralist approach is bound up with nineteenth-century metaphysical
concepts of generic classes.

Others have turned to the question of how different genres are related in
groups, or to the idea of systems of genres. Paul Hernadi’s Beyond Genre:
New Directions of Literary Classification (1972) offers a useful survey of
genre theories, but tends to take up a rather uncritical stance towards various
‘maps’ or diagrams purporting to set out the true geography of genre in some
unspecified mental space. Ernst Robert Curtius adopted a more factual,
diachronic method in European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (1948),
a classic study tracing many historical schemes of genres. This approach is
developed in greater detail, and a good deal more subtly, by Claudio Guillén.
Guillén’s Literature as System (1971) analyses many different versions of the
tripartite division of literature, and could be interpreted as demonstrating the
invalidity of such imposed schemes.

From the work of these and other learned comparatists, a better
understanding has emerged of the way in which each literary period privileges
certain genres, and erects what amount to revised generic hierarchies—as in
seventeenth-century England, for example, epigram, georgic and satire were
revalued; or in the nineteenth century, lyric and novel. This line of thought
has recently been elaborated into extended studies of the literary canon, some
of them with narrowly political motivations. But can literature and its genres
properly be said to operate as a system? The most rigorous contemporary
theorizing seems to call this into question, while suggesting that, in the heuristic
processing of assumptions of genre, neighbouring and contrasting relations
have a useful function.

The most interesting recent work on genre, however, is found less often in
these very theoretical studies than in descriptions of individual kinds or modes.
Here one might instance Guillén’s accounts of picaresque, summarized in
Literature as System (1971), or of the epistle (Guillén, 1986). Rosalie Colie’s
brilliant evocation of Renaissance genres in The Resources of Kind (1973)
has stimulated many other genre studies, as has Barbara Lewalski’s Brief
Epic: The Genre, Meaning and Art of ‘Paradise Regained’ (1966). To mention
only monographs, Ian Donaldson’s The World Upside-Down (1970), Colie’s
Shakespeare’s ‘Living Art’ (1974), Lewalski’s ‘Paradise Lost’ and the Rhetoric
of Literary Forms (1985) and Gordon Braden’s Renaissance Tragedy and the
Senecan Tradition: Anger’s Privilege (1985) are some of the best of these.
Descriptions of Renaissance genres naturally predominate; but there has also
been outstanding medieval work, such as John Stevens’s Medieval Romance
(1973) and A.C. Spearing’s Medieval Dream Poetry (1976). So far as modes
are concerned, an influential account of pastoral is Thomas G.Rosenmeyer’s
The Green Cabinet: Theocritus and the European Pastoral Lyric (1969). And
on comedy, particularly the carnival element, Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and
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His World (1968) and his interesting but loosely argued The Dialogic
Imagination: Four Essays (trans. 1981) have had comparable influence. Hybrid
kinds have attracted some of the most interesting studies: notably Madeleine
Doran’s Endeavours of Art (1954) and Cyrus Hoy’s The Hyacinth Room
(1964), both largely concerned with tragi-comedy (which is treated by the
latter as a mode revived by Samuel Beckett).

For periods more recent than the eighteenth century, there is very little
genre theory to go on; so that critics are obliged to engage in the primary task
of labelling appropriate groupings and perhaps describing them for the first
time. From E.M.Forster (Aspects of the Novel, 1927) and Robert Liddell (A
Treatise on the Novel, 1947) onwards, an army of critics has attempted to
describe ‘the novel’ or to distinguish its subgenres. (Among the latter, Peter
Garrett has identified an unusually distinct form in The Victorian Multiplot
Novel, 1980.) With modernism, if not earlier, groupings become often highly
conjectural, and tend to have too little consensus even for useful debate. An
example is the grouping proposed in Martin Esslin’s The Theatre of the Absurd
(1961), which may be felt to have something less than unitary force. On the
other hand, there is fairly wide agreement on a narrative genre often called
metafiction, which is characterized by features, such as damaged verisimilitude,
that draw attention to the work’s artefactual status. Linda Hutcheon’s
Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (1981) and Patricia Waugh’s
Metafiction (1984) are discernibly concerned with more or less the same
grouping.

And, even within this, many would agree on another, still more specific,
group of narratives, in which a character may be engaged in writing, and
there are inset texts or works of art, displaced symbols of creativity, or talk of
papers and writing materials. Fowler may label this the poioumenon (work
making itself) or work-in-progress novel; Steven Kellman (1980) may label it
‘the self-begetting novel’ but they largely agree on the extent and characteristics
of the grouping. With so much agreement, it is hard to believe that the accounts
do not have some descriptive validity, at least of a temporary character. Other
modern generic identifications include subgenres of the short story. And, in
one of the most exciting recent developments, several scholars have proposed
an alternative form of epic (the Callimachean epic: short, complex,
discontinuous) largely excluded from traditional genre theory. A good
introduction to this topic is John Kevin Newman The Classical Epic Tradition
(1986). It would also be true to say that divine comedy is a mode now beginning
to be better understood than at any time since the Middle Ages.

But much remains to be done, particularly in identifying contemporary
poetical genres and relating them to their tradition. Such is the deficiency of
genre theory in this area that when, against the odds, a modern kind is
identified—such as ‘the poem on a picture’—the response in terms of emulative
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output is almost overwhelming. Thus, there have been three recent anthologies
of picture poems, a Gale bibliography listing thousands of exemplars, a national
competition and two exhibitions at the Tate. When contemporary literature
is more fully studied in this way, it may not look so very different from the
literature of traditional genre theory, with its lists of familiar kinds.

The more general of the genre theories described so far are comparatively
external and superficial, consisting in the main, as they do, of empirical
enumeration of generic features, with only desultory attempts to explain their
interconnection. Clearly we now need more focus on the actual functions of
these characteristics. In recent decades, fortunately, the functioning of
individual literary elements has been the topic of many quite detailed studies,
particularly within the freer environment of narratology, untrammelled by
traditional theory. Good examples of this trend are Michael Irwin, Picturing:
Description and Illusion in the Nineteenth Century Novel (1979), and Mary
Ann Caws, Reading Frames in Modern Fiction (1985). So far, most of these
studies—pursued, as they were, within the unreal world of ‘the novel’—have
been innocent of generic considerations. But similar methods could be applied
to features differentiated by genre. How does this descriptive device actually
function, one might enquire, in works exemplifying a particular genre, as
distinct from how it works in others? How does novelistic framing differ
from romantic, say, or dramatic, or elegiac? Such an approach may prove to
be a valuable avenue for future genre criticism.

On a broader front, genre critics like all others will have to come to grips
with modern concepts of meaning, such as Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson’s
theory of relevance (1986). As Sperber and Wilson have made very clear, coding
and decoding—and that must include generic codes—play only a limited part
in communication and interpretation, which are largely a matter of small-scale
inferences guided by relevance. The principle of relevance operates at every
stage. In the case of literary interpretation, relevance must necessarily be to
readers’ own cognitive environments—even to their own interests. But, whether
they know it or not, they are also continually guided by relevance to what they
assume to be the writer’s intentions. (These promise, after all, the pleasure of
recognizing intended harmonies.) Generic organization may be conjectured to
facilitate interpretative inferences at almost every level of structure.

If it is true that readers do not so much decode as select the most accessible
relevant inferences, then those of them who are familiar with appropriate
genres will access the topics and formal conventions of these first, and so
form assumptions of intended meaning more easily. Organization according
to genre offers a rich encyclopedia of mutually related words, formal patterns,
ideas, emotions and shared assumptions, on which readers automatically draw
for relevant items. Subsequently, of course, good readers further enrich this
relatively crude communication of meaning with many inferences—doubtless
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including some based on the individual writer’s relation to his generic group,
or on his known eccentricities, originality and the like. Thus, the idea that
genres constitute horizons of meaning may not be wrong, so much as lacking
in explanatory detail. To determine just how relevance theory applies to the
generic element in communication must surely be an early objective for genre
theory.
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POETRY

C.K.STEAD

The Concise Oxford Dictionary’s first definition of ‘poetry” is ‘Art or work of
the poet’. Its first definition of a poet is “Writer of poems’. Two pages back a
plumber is “Workman who fits and repairs water pipes’; and plumbing is
‘Plumber’s work’.

The differences between the two ways of defining are subtle but important.
It’s clear ‘plumber’s work’ is usually done by a plumber, but may be done by
a home handyman. On the other hand ‘poetry’ can only be produced by a
poet. Poetry is evidence of the condition of being a poet. But more, there is
that definite article: not ‘a poet’ but ‘the poet’, which suggests a more special
and singular identity. The capacity to be ‘poet’ is something in-born. In this
sense it is almost possible to imagine a ‘poet’ who has never written a poem.

The Concise Oxford’s second definition of poetry is ‘elevated expression of
elevated thought or feeling in metrical or rhythmical form’; and its second definition
of poet is ‘writer in verse, esp. one possessing high powers of imagination,
expression, etc.” ‘Elevated...elevated...high’: the poet clearly belongs on some
kind of pinnacle or pedestal. He and his work are lifted above the common. In
earlier times he has been credited with mystical or magical powers, capable of
making crops grow or rain to fall. He has been charged with celebrating weddings
and victories, with lamenting defeats and deaths, and with committing to
memorable form the history of family, clan or kingdom. He has been the channel
of collective feeling, the packager of myth, wisdom and history. He has had about
him something of the priest and something of the oracle. He has had commerce
with the Muse and been receiver and transmitter of the divine breath. His symbols
have included the Aeolian harp, played upon by the winds of inspiration, and the
winged horse Pegasus, whose hoof striking the ground on Mount Olympus brought
forth the Hippocrene fountain.

Not much of all this remains clearly present in modern notions of the poet;
yet, faintly, it all remains. The words ‘poet’ and ‘poetry’ may appear neutral
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until you turn out the light when they will be seen still to glow in the dark like
hot coals. When the fashion in twentieth-century literature turned against the
more extravagant claims for the poet’s art inherited from the romantic
movement, the words ‘poet’ and ‘poetry’ were given a rest. ‘Poetry’ became
‘verse’, and ‘poets’ ‘practitioners’. This was the period when anthologies had
titles like The Faber Book of Modern Verse (1936), The Oxford Book of
Modern Verse (1936), The Penguin Book of English Romantic Verse (1968),
and so on. And in the writings of FR.Leavis and the Scrutiny group especially,
but also in the work of many other critics during the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s,
authors of poems were almost always ‘practitioners’, seldom ‘poets’. The words
‘poet’ and ‘poetry’ could not be neutralized simply by giving them a neutral
context. They brought with them grand claims and magical associations. If
literature was to be rid of that baggage, the words had to be set aside. But as
the words have come back, so have the associations, which were probably in
any case never effectively shed.

There are a number of reasons for this curious power that resides in the
idea of poetry, and hence in the word. One is that language more than anything
else is what distinguishes us as a species, and poetry has been generally conceded
to the most comprehensive and demanding use, or manifestation, of language.
Language represents power in society. There are other forms power can take,
from brute force through to the most modern operations of science and
technology. But populations are still influenced and ultimately controlled by
the word. Not by poems, true; but in language resides the ordering of human
affairs; and though the poet is no longer the rhetorician and public bard, the
sense that he has special understanding of that source of power earns a
deference which you may choose to see as superstitious, but which is none the
less real. It must surely be some sense of this fact which led Shelley to claim in
his Defence of Poetry (1821) that poets were the unacknowledged legislators
of the world.

Of course, it has to be acknowledged that for any and every function
which is practical and specific, poetry is unsatisfactory. Messages and
information are best conveyed in prose; plans for buildings, roads, bridges,
in design sketches and specifications. Science and mathematics have their
own languages. So has modern philosophy. As human skills have become
more specialized, the function of poetry has contracted, and so it, too, has
become more specialized. One no longer looks to a poet to teach history, or
ethics, or the management of crops—all of which in the past have been
conveyed ‘in metrical or rhythmical form’. As these purposes have vanished
from poetry, what has been left has not been a weakened brew but rather a
stronger and more arcane spirit. The object of the poem, as T.S.Eliot saw it,
was to be ‘poetry, and not another thing’ (1928, p. viii). The object of all
those other kinds of language which have a specific function is to serve that
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function. When it is served—the message understood, the information
conveyed, the alarm sounded, the reward delivered—that is the end of the
matter. Such language is there to be used—and, Paul Valéry suggests, used
up. The purpose of literary language in general, and most particularly of
that kind of literary language we call poetry, is to survive any particular
use. In fact language becomes poetry when it is comprehensive enough to
attain to a life of its own beyond any single function.

There used to be an argument between aesthetes and moralists about what
was the proper aim and object of poetry. Traditionally, poetry was enjoyed. It
gave pleasure. It represented beautiful things and was itself beautiful. This
was the decorative aspect of the art of poetry. On the other hand there was
always the feeling that when this side became overemphasized, poetry lost
some of its power, its weight, its, in Matthew Arnold’s phrase, ‘high seriousness’
([1888] 1938, p. 20). Against its aesthetic function was, therefore, its moral
one. Poetry had to delight but also to instruct. In fact its aesthetic function,
from this point of view, was hardly more than a sugar coating so that the pill
of morality would be effortlessly swallowed.

The argument has swung back and forth, with now one side now the other
seeming to have the upper hand. Since the time of the romantic movement
Keats has been held up as the great exemplar of the poetry of aestheticism—
though even then it was not quite beauty for beauty’s sake but beauty for the
sake of the truth it bodied forth. The great public poets of the nineteenth
century, on the other hand, and especially Tennyson, were read as moralists.
This may not have been quite fair to them; but along with the pleasures and
profits of a large audience, which Tennyson enjoyed, went disadvantages not
suffered by those poets who have had “fit audience though few’. Chief among
those disadvantages was that a large audience, when there is one, asks that
poetry should speak for causes beyond itself. It is not permitted to be ‘poetry,
and not another thing’.

So in the late years of the nineteenth century there was a reaction against
poetry-as-morality—the Art for Art’s Sake movement, which had a brief
heyday and then died in the cold blast of scandal emanating from the trial of
Oscar Wilde.

All such arguments are inevitably crude, since the antagonists tend to answer
one another rather than to look clearly at the object of dispute which lies
between them. Those who argue for morality are invariably arguing for a
particular morality; while the ‘aesthete’ is often arguing against that morality
rather than for poetry. Poetry becomes like the child in a custody case between
warring parents—not permitted to have its own identity, but claimed by each
as a possession.

Wordsworth said the poet was ‘a man speaking to men’ (ed. 1974, p. 138).
That does not at first sight seem to match the exalted notion of the poet we
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have been considering. But Wordsworth goes on to make clear that those
human qualities which are general, as distinct from those which make a person
a professional, or a specialist, will be unusually highly developed in the poet;
and that the person to whom the poet speaks will be addressed ‘not as a
lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer, or a natural philosopher, but
asa Man’ (ed. 1974, p. 139). Here we have the notion of the Common Reader
in a form which I think answers the objections of modern literary theorists
who have argued that no such animal exists—that we are all ‘specialist’ readers,
with special interests, commitments, and (whether recognized or not)
ideological bases. Wordsworth’s statement does not deny that we are none of
us innocent readers. What it insists on is that beneath our special interests
and ideological or theoretical commitments lies the innocent ground of our
humanity. It is not that the Common Reader is one person and the specialist
another. It is that in every specialist there is also a Common Reader, and this
is the ‘Man’ to whom the poetry addresses itself. This seems to me unarguably
true. There is a special kind of neutrality about poetic language. As soon as it
begins to argue, to cajole, to insist, the sense that we are reading a poem
diminishes. Of course poets can write political or ‘committed’ verses, and
these will sometimes (not always) survive as poems. But when they do, that is
because their statement seems to exist in inverted commas. They dramatize
the passion of commitment. As soon as reasoning replaces passion and
dramatization in such writing, the sense that this is a poem vanishes. It is this
latter kind of writing that twentieth-century criticism has tended to call
‘rhetoric’, using the word not in its older sense of a set of learnable skills with
language, but pejoratively. ‘We make of the quarrel with others rhetoric’,
says W.B.Yeats; ‘of the quarrel with ourselves, poetry’ ([1918] 1959, p. 331).

There are elements of craft skill with poetry as with all the arts; but what
seems to be implied when we distinguish between an art and a craft is that
learned skills will not be enough—there must be that in-born potential as well.
And because poetry is an art with a long history, the poet must inherit the
tradition through the medium of those who have gone before. Not that poets
must have read assiduously back through the ages (though it will be none the
worse for them if they have); but rather that there is a flow-on effect—a kind of
apostolic succession. All past poetry is present in the poetry of the present. The
poet (especially the young poet) reads rather in the way the body breathes,
drawing life from what has gone before as from an atmosphere. The poet’s
individual talent is not sufficient to account for poetry. Only those who have
acquired, by however selective a method, that sense of a living tradition flowing
through poetry from age to age into the present, will carry the tradition forward.

It is true that the history of poetry is full of schools, wars, and youthful
rebellions. The romantic poets rebelled against the Augustans; modernists
rebelled against the great figures of the nineteenth century. In France rebellion
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is almost required—romantics against classicists, Parnassians against
romantics, symbolists against Parnassians, modernists against symbolists, and
so on. But where rebellion occurs the flow-on effect is never less marked, and
sometimes more. There is no need for rebellion where what has gone before
has had no effect. It is because, in literature as in society at large, the French
are such traditionalists that they have such need of rebellion.

So far I have moved around my subject in general without attempting to
say what is and what is not poetry. In the popular mind—that is to say, among
people who do not normally read poetry—a poem is distinguishable by the
fact that it is broken up into lines which usually rhyme and have some metrical
pattern. Poetry is manifest in its form. Even before modern poets began to
abandon regular forms, this notion was less than satisfactory. It must always
have been apparent that you could write out a statement that would satisfy
the formal requirements of a sonnet, or of any other verse form, without
achieving poetry; while, conversely, passages of prose—in the King James
Bible, or Moby Dick, or Wuthering Heights, to take only three very obvious
examples—were so heightened, and so powerful in their effect, that no reader
would want to quarrel with the suggestion that they were poetry. Poetry then,
almost by definition, is a quality, not a form; though of this you may add, if
your disposition is strongly conservative, that the quality ‘poetry’ does not
alone make a poem, and that a poem occurs only when that quality finds
itself in conjunction with one or another of the traditional forms.

But there seems little point in insisting upon limits which poets themselves
have set aside. ‘Free verse’, ‘open form’, ‘field’ poems, poems in prose, ‘open’
sonnets—though these developments certainly do not rule out the use of
traditional forms, rhyme schemes and metres, they do tend to make any
rigorous observance of old measures seem like an exercise in literary pastiche—
just as a modern musician writing in the style of Mozart, however brilliantly,
would seem to be engaged more in a stylistic exercise than in the composition
of new and original music.

What I think we have to say is that a poem will have form, but that the form
which matters (and this will be true even of, say, a traditional sonnet) is the one
which is unique to that poem; and that a poem is a piece of writing in any form
which manifests throughout, and in its unity, the quality of poetry. We have to
say further, that the quality of poetry will be achieved from time to time in
compositions which by intention (a novel) or failure (some of Ezra Pound’s
Cantos), do not amount as a whole to poems. And we have to recognize that
often in the present day, readers and critics find the fragmentary but brilliant
flashes of gold in the seam of rock of greater human and even semantic interest
than the extracted and crafted ore. This is neither to be regretted nor applauded;
it is simply a fact—an important fact—of literary life in our time.

Of course that begs the question of what is the quality of poetry. But we

168



POETRY

can (once again) walk around it, attempting to describe if not to define. That
something is to be seen as ‘poetry’ will depend on a consensus of readers over
a period of time.

Poems exhibit in their writing some quality—force, intensity, density,
texture, incandescence—which makes them exceptional. The language seems
to have a life beyond its most obvious function, which is to ‘mean’. Reading
it is an experience demanding and receiving more of the reader than is the
case with a non-poetic text. But all of that is true of most texts which are
literary as distinct from those texts which are not. So we have, really, a spectrum
of literary texts from the least to the most intense, from the least to the most
densely textured, from the least to the most semantically active and alive with
a talent for composition, and somewhere along that spectrum we pass into
the realm of ‘poetry’. Traditional forms have given an illusion of marking a
clear dividing line between the one and the other, but all they signal really is
an intention on the part of the writer. The distinction of poetry, as already
observed, resides more in a quality of language than in a measurable form.

One of its commonest features is said to be imagery—and I will come back
to that, in part to agree, in part to question. But I think perhaps less challengeable
as an inevitable feature of poetic language is economy, and this is so even in a
writer like Shakespeare, where at a glance what we appear to have is linguistic
opulence, words in excess of the needs of the statement. We are told frequently
that economy is a stylistic virtue; that ‘brevity is the soul of wit—and so on. If
that is the case (and I think it is), it must be for a better reason than that
generations of teachers and critics have said so. And the reason is probably
relatively simple. If all of whatever was intended in twelve words—evocation,
meaning, emotion, aural and visual effect—can be conveyed in eight, then those
eight words, because they are working harder, doing more, will seem more
active, energetic, muscular, radioactive (any one of a number of metaphors will
make the point) than the twelve doing the same work. And this has the
paradoxical effect of making us more rather than less aware of language as
language. The language does its work; but it exists also for its own sake and in
its own right. When that happens we begin to feel the action of poetry.

Many of the most obvious and exhilarating examples of this in English are
found in Shakespeare. In Antony and Cleopatra, Caesar reflects on the
fickleness of the populace who want a leader only before they have him and
after they lose him:

It hath been taught us from the primal state
That he which is was wish’d until he were;
And the ebb’d man, ne’er lov’d till ne’er worth love,
Comes dear’d, by being lack’d.
(L. iv. 41-4)
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The lines say what the dramatic moment requires them to say, but in a way so
peculiar and compacted that to anyone sensitive to language the words have
a life much more memorable than their meaning alone will account for. But
then, as if to double up on the effect, the speech offers an image of the fickleness
of the crowd (‘this common body¢) moving with the ‘tide’ like a ‘flag’ (said by
the Shakespeare commentaries to be an iris, as indeed it is—but can we not
equally read it as a flag in the more obvious sense?) in a stream—

This common body
Like to a vagabond flag upon a stream
Goes to and back, lackeying the varying tide
To rot itself with motion.
(L iv. 44-7)

Here again it is not simply the ‘meaning’ that accounts for the ‘poetry’; but
neither alone does the image, though the image is beautiful and succinctly
apposite. Again there is a sense of energy springing out of economy; and also
a music in the way the words echo and half-imitate one another’s sounds—
‘vagabond flag upon’; ‘back, lackeying’; ‘lackeying the varying’. The life of
the language is so intense it not only serves meaning, it also stands apart from
meaning.

One of the most interesting examples, or series of examples, illustrating a
failure by later poets to recognize what it is in Shakespeare’s poetry that
accounts for its linguistic richness is to be found in the many nineteenth-
century poetic dramas which attempt to imitate him. Most make the mistake
of adding ‘imagery’ more and more lavishly to the basic statement. That
imagery is decoration laid on, rather than something growing inevitably out
of the drama. The language is static and the effect artificial. The lines seem to
call attention to themselves rather than to express a character or a situation.
They are ‘poetic’ in the bad sense.

In the present century, although a great deal of thought has been given to
the nature, status and function of the poetic image, the emphasis of modernist
and postmodern poets on spoken language—an emphasis made more than
ever possible by the freeing-up of poetic forms—has reduced the predominance
of imagery as a prime element in poetic language. It used to be said (citing
Aristotle) that the use of metaphor was a measure of genius, and that a simile
was only a weak metaphor, lacking the courage of its convictions. Today it is
at least as plausible to reverse the proposition and argue that a metaphor is
only a simile laying claim to an exactness it does not possess; and that poetic
imagery can too easily become a short-cut. When in doubt that you are
achieving ‘poetry’, lay on some images! In such cases imagery becomes only
another artificiality, a form of ‘poetic diction’—what Wordsworth called, in a
withering phrase, a ‘family language of poets’ (ed. 1974, p. 131).

170



POETRY

I do not mean to suggest that metaphor, with all its subtle variations that
are usually gathered under the general heading of ‘the poetic image’, has had
its day. But for the moment, current stylistic practice seems more often than
not to suggest that the uniquely ‘poetic’ element in language lies elsewhere.

Much, perhaps most, poetry works by one or another form of analogy.
There is almost always an air of mysteriousness or obscurity at some level.
But imagery is not the only way by which language can be made to mean
more than it says, or say more than it means. Sometimes the whole poem may
seem to suggest, or stand for, a subject nowhere stated in the text, as in William
Carlos Williams’s famous

so much depends
upon

a red wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white

chickens.
(ed. 1976, p. 57)

No imagery there; and why so much depends upon the wheel barrow, what
depends upon it, the poet has not permitted himself to say. What he has ensured
is that we have experienced it; and over that primary experience he has in
effect hung a sign saying “This is important’. The colour, the shapes, the shine,
the contrasts—these are prior to thought and outlast it. Williams’s ‘The Red
Wheelbarrow’ is probably a poem against intellect—or one that puts the
intellect in its place; but if it is, we as readers must not merely assent—we
must make it so.

Then there are times when the whole poem may seem to contain its opposite,
as in Wordsworth’s strange lines about the death of Lucy:

No motion has she now, no force;
She neither hears nor sees;
Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.

(ed. 1977, p. 364)

where the ‘force’ and ‘motion’ of the second pair of lines seem at least in part
to belong to Lucy, who is said to lack them, but for whom the whole natural
world has become a single eternally revolving vault.

Ever since the French Symbolists enunciated it as a principle, there has
been a recognition among modern poets that, whether by accident or design,
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some of the best effects in poetry are achieved by a kind of openness which
suggests more than it says, leaving the reader free to engage with the language
and discover, or impose, ‘meaning’. Poems mean many different things to
different readers. Some readings may be wrong because they are perverse,
silly, or ignore something of prime importance; but many different readings
may be right, because one half of any reading is the reader. If one reading
alone is unambiguously and unchallengeably right, we may say we are not
dealing with a poetic text. It is this fact which renders so many ‘definitive’
academic readings, dismissive of all others, inevitably absurd.

The romantic poets quarrelled with their Augustan predecessors about what
was called ‘poetic diction’—whether there was or was not a restricted language
appropriate to poetry. The attempt was to get rid of literary conventions and
get back closer to the living language. As romantic poetry itself became, through
the nineteenth century, a set of conventions there was yet another rebellion in
the name of spoken language—that of the twentieth-century modernists.

Throughout this period there has also been an ever greater insistence
upon particularity, concretion, in poetic language. For Dr Johnson, as for
most literary theorists and poets of the eighteenth century, the purpose of
poetry was to offer, in verse as near to impeccable as could be, general
truths. As the faith in general truths has diminished, so the insistence upon
the mysteriousness and at the same time the particularity of poetry has
increased. Poetry deals in the concrete, not in abstract ideas, which belong
to philosophy and other forms of prose discourse. ‘No ideas but in things’,
William Carlos Williams insists (1983, p. 6)—a statement nicely matched
by his wheelbarrow poem. And even poets like W.H.Auden and Philip Larkin
who were, or became, relatively conservative in their attitude to poetic form,
and who seem at times to versify abstract ideas, are really dramatizers of a
position rather than its proponents. Along with the ‘idea’ in their poems
goes the dramatized persona, its upholder, to whom various readers are free
variously to respond.

Language refers, ‘means’, denotes, points to what exists outside and beyond
itself. On the other hand language has a texture of its own. It has sound,
literally; and metaphorically it has colour, taste, smell and feel. It also evokes
sense impressions through meaning. It forms itself—or is formed—into
grammatical structures which have symmetry and can have beauty independent
of the meanings and references which they also create. In the breaking or
unusual compression of the normal decorums of syntax, language can enact
personality, muscularity, restlessness, anxiety. By imposing itself upon the
breathing of the reader it can have a direct physical effect matching that upon
mind and imagination. There is in fact such complex potential in the operations
of language that it is almost impossible to be simultaneously conscious of all
the things a rich poetic text is doing at any one moment. We may receive the
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whole operation in a single experience; and we may go back and take it apart,
making ourselves conscious of all that it contained. What I think is not possible
is to receive the full impression and be fully conscious of it at the same time—
any more than it is possible to watch a movie and at the same time be aware
of it frame by frame.

How then is such a complex operation achieved by the poet? It happens,
it seems, most often by a kind of speeding up of mental processes, and it is
this, I suppose, which poets have traditionally called ‘inspiration’. Because
in this kind of writing something is achieved that could not be produced
by means of fully conscious and controlled effort, poets have tended to
describe the experience magically—the feeling, for example, of being
‘breathed through’ by the divine spirit, or possessed by the Muse. T.S.Eliot
once called it demonic possession, describing his experience in completing
the final section of The Waste Land (see Eliot, 1957). Of course, not all
poetry is ‘inspired’. Among twentieth-century poets, both W.B.Yeats and
Dylan Thomas laboured their poems through many painful drafts. But
one way or another an exceptional text seems to require an exceptional
state of being. It is not something to be achieved simply by acts of will;
and poets develop ways with themselves of achieving the necessary
condition. This means in turn that poetry is a highly personal art, and one
that calls not merely for invention but for that higher faculty which the
romantics called imagination.

Yet it has been traditionally thought of as a mimetic art—an art which
‘imitates’, or holds a mirror up to nature. Both these views—the personal and
the mimetic—are surely correct. When the sense of a particular viewer
disappears—when, as Yeats says, the poet vanishes into the quicksilver at the
back of the mirror—our desire that the view should be particular, peculiar,
per onal, in fact unique, may go unsatisfied. On the other hand (and this may
happen if poetry goes too far in the direction of a surreal or fantastic vision,
or in the case of a poet like John Ashbery whose grammar parodies many
meanings but denies all of them any warrant), when the poet insists so much
upon the uniqueness if his vision that we begin to lose all sense of a common
world shared by reader and writer, then equally, if the poetry is not sustained
by some quirk of fashion, or as that fashion passes, the call will be for more
mirror and less imagining. These are poles between which the poetic pendulum
inevitably and always swings.

From these opposite and necessary ends of the argument come the two
seeming contradictory but really reconcilable truisms about poetry: that it
deals in truth (‘The true poets must be truthful’, Wilfred Owen said—ed.
19535, p. 41), and that it deals in falsity (‘the truest poetry is the most feigning’,
Shakespeare has the Clown say in As You Like It, 111, iii). Plato’s position,
at least in the Republic, is rather odd, in that he castigates—in fact casts
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out—the poets, not for excesses of imagination but because their mimesis is
of the real world which is necessarily itself only an image of the Ideal. Poetry
is a copy of a copy and the poet is punished for his fidelity to, in Wallace
Stevens’s phrase, ‘things as they are’ (‘The Man with the Blue Guitar’, ed.
1955, p. 1695).

Matthew Arnold’s view was that poetry would gradually take over a large
part of the ground occupied by religion. T.S.Eliot mocked Arnold for this
([1930] 1951, p. 434); but if we can broaden the term ‘poetry” and include all
the arts, then it could be said that Arnold’s prediction has been proved right.
The practice of formal religion in Western society has declined in the past
hundred years, while for a sizeable section of the population (though still
perhaps a minority) the arts—music, literature, painting, theatre, one or all of
these—represent man’s highest intellectual and spiritual achievements and
are the source of anything from relaxation and superior entertainment through
to enlightenment and exaltation.

On the other hand, since Arnold’s time the public for poetry has seemed to
decline markedly, and its dissemination has in a significant degree become
part of the function of university English Departments. Though it might be
argued that no one who cares about poetry could do other than welcome this
development, and even that English studies have saved poetry from extinction,
there is room for a good deal of doubt. Academics have more and more seemed
to be the possessors of the necessary keys of entry to a mysterious and difficult
art; and at the same time, by ‘teaching’ poetry and examining students on
their reading of it, they have invaded, and in many cases laid waste to, what
perhaps ought to be an inviolable private domain. Poetry has become an area
of specialist knowledge, like physics or higher mathematics, and teachers in
schools seem less and less willing to treat it as a natural part of a general
curriculum. So where it appears university studies have helped poetry, they
may also have done it harm.

There must also be a question as to whether the decline in a potential
audience for poetry since the nineteenth century is as absolute as it appears.
Dylan Thomas, much of whose work was so obscure it seemed
unimaginable that it could ever be popular, had a huge following on both
sides of the Atlantic in the early 1950s. T.S.Eliot, in a different, more
decorous way, must have achieved very considerable sales over a lifetime.
In America, Allen Ginsberg in the 1960s and 1970s revived the figure of
the popular public bard. In London in 19635 a poetry reading which included
Ginsberg on the programme filled the Albert Hall and many were turned
away. Yet that was also the period when John Betjeman, a totally different
kind of poet, was becoming a household name. More recently in Britain,
Craig Raine, poet and poetry editor at Eliot’s old firm Faber & Faber, has
again given poetry a public face. In fact it is probably wrong to think of
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‘the public’ for poetry. There are a number of publics for it, different and
overlapping.

Meanwhile current critical theory has made what might be seen as the
latest attempt to deprive those words ‘poet’ and ‘poetry’ of the power we
began by discussing. It tells us that the poet is irrelevant—indeed in some
sense non-existent; and that there is not a ‘poem’ but a ‘text’. When reader
and text are joined, the poem comes into being, uniquely. Thus the text itself
in its unread state is less important than what is made of it when it is read—
and there is no hierarchy of texts.

This view, which within its limits makes perfectly good sense, is usually
presented as a kind of liberation—a rebellion against the authority of all the
academic criticism and commentary which stands in the way of every fresh
new reading. So it may be; but it is also a rebellion of the academic against the
authority of literature. If both poet and poem are denied primary importance
then the critic has written himself into the position of primacy. The significant
creative skill passes from poet to reader, and is demonstrated in what the
critic makes of the text.

Poetry, however, is so intrinsic and inevitable an upshot of linguistic life
and consciousness, it will surely survive in one form or another, whatever
happens to it in the marketplace, and in the minds and writings of those who
are its critics and theorists.
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EPIC AND ROMANCE

MICHAEL O’CONNELL

Throughout most of Western literary history, until the rise of the novel, epic
and romance were the dominant forms of extended narrative. Epic, represented
supremely by the Iliad and the Odyssey of Homer and the Aeneid of Virgil,
held pride of place both in terms of its antiquity and a general sense of its
seriousness in conveying the values of a civilization. The accomplishment
represented by the classical epics meant that the genre itself was understood
as the most ambitious to be undertaken by a poet, that a successful epic would
be the artistic culmination of a civilization. Romance, on the other hand, has
been the Proteus, the great shape-shifter, of narrative. If epic has been defined
by its subject-matter and, to a certain extent, by the form of the three classical
examples, romance has proved much harder to pin down. No one subjectmatter
can be said to characterize it, no ‘classic’ text gave it shape, no prestigious
critical discussion considered its elements and form, as Aristotle’s Poetics did
for epic and tragedy. Northrop Frye, in The Secular Scripture (1976), believes
romance to be the very ground of narrative, but he cannot be said so much to
have finally bound this Proteus as to have relished its many tricks. It might be
argued on the basis of etymology that for the past three centuries romance
has turned itself into the novel; in using a single word for both, Italian (il
romanzo), French (le roman), and German (der Roman) all identify the
romance with the novel. English, of course, insists on the distinction, and
when the term ‘romance’ is used in the context of discussions of the novel, it
generally implies a narrative less tied to the realism of incident, plot or character
thought proper to that genre. But recent discussion of the origins of the novel,
especially that by Michael McKeon (1987), suggests its inextricable ties to
romance and the naiveté of any simple distinction between the two.
Aristotle defined epic as a representation in dignified verse of serious actions
(Poetics 5). Typically these serious actions have concerned war; a synonym
for epic has been heroic poetry, the heroism defined by a martial ethos. This is
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obviously true of the Homeric poems, and while military heroism is
problematized in the Aeneid, it is clear there, too, that valour and might are
the ground upon which more complex values are developed. Twentieth-century
critics have made a distinction between ‘primary’ epics and those they have
termed ‘secondary’. Primary epics are poems that have come more or less
directly out of a culture in which the heroic military ethos is still dominant,
the eighth-century BC world of Homer, the Anglo-Saxon England of Beowulf,
and the twelfth-century Spain and France of the Poema de mio Cid and the
Chanson de Roland. This does not mean that the poet is contemporary with
the events and heroes he sings of; in all these examples (with the exception of
the Spanish poem), the wars and exploits predate the poet by at least two
centuries. In fact there is good reason to believe that the poets were
memorializing cultures that were passing away even as they celebrated them.
The Beowulf poet, for example, portrays Scandinavian culture some two
centuries earlier (in so far as it can be dated), but most scholars believe him to
have been a Christian. Still, the poet of primary epic cultivates a sense of
anonymity about himself and the world he inhabits and asks his listeners to
accept the values of the heroes of his song. Such a poet typically is anonymous,
even Homer being nothing more than a name and a set of legends. The poems
may not necessarily come from a pre-literate culture, but most elements of
them suggest that they were meant for oral delivery.

Secondary epics are composed by poets of highly literate cultures with
developed literary traditions in which primary epic stands in a venerated position.
The social and political world of these poets has become too complex for a
martial ethos to be accepted simply and uncritically; typically, too, the aristocratic
class in which the ethos inhered has either ceased to exist or ceased to be
functional. The great original of secondary epic is the Aeneid, which takes as its
model the two Homeric poems but uses them to establish a story of Roman
origins. The world in which Virgil was writing had just emerged from the civil
wars attendant on the collapse of the Roman republic and the establishment of
Augustus’ regime. Twentieth-century criticism has emphasized the ambiguity
of Virgil’s portrayal of military power; on the one hand it appears necessary for
the founding of Rome and the conquest of Latium, but on the other it is the
violence that has destroyed Troy and sweeps before it the ancient Italic culture
that existed before the Trojans’ arrival. Throughout one senses that Virgil intends
the reader to understand a relation to his contemporary world, that the martial
violence of civil war has also had its terrible costs, that the present order rests
upon a bloodstained foundation. If Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) is the final
epic that establishes its generic status unambiguously, it is scarcely less
unambiguous in its overturning of the military ethos bound up with the genre.
Milton’s ‘Iliad’ is the parodic War in Heaven of Books V and VI in which the
battles between the good and the fallen angels escalate into the absurdity of
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cosmic violence which cannot kill any of the participants. In the Proem to Book
IX, as he asserts that his own argument is ‘Not less but more heroic than the
wrath/Of stern Achilles’, Milton rejects war as a subject, ‘hitherto the only
argument Heroic deemed’, and laments that ‘the better fortitude/Of patience
and heroic martyrdom’ has remained unsung. In doing so he grandly brushes
aside the traditional topoi of epic in favour of his own ‘higher argument’ of
humanity’s fall and redemption. After Milton all narrative that asserts some
continuity with the epic tradition, whether Pope’s Dunciad (1743), Wordsworth’s
Prelude (1805, 1850) or Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), will assume an ironic relation
to the martial ethos of primary epic.

Epic has most frequently been labelled a genre of narrative poetry by
twentieth-century criticism. By genre theorists have meant to imply both a
particular kind of literary structure and a historical relation to the social and
cultural conditions which gave it birth. As extended narratives on heroic
themes, however, epics of widely separated times and places have seemed to
share many characteristics; they derive from similar aristocratic ideologies
and express, in some measure, a martial ethos. Moreover the cultural potency
of the Homeric poems in antiquity and the Aeneid from antiquity through the
Renaissance gave them a normative status in European literature; for secondary
epic the literary tradition inhering in these poems became a powerful cultural
determinant supplementing political and historical conditions. For these
reasons epic has appeared sufficiently stable and influential as a narrative
kind to be considered a genre.

For romance, as the term is currently used, there appears no such stable
identity; no common ideology, subject-matter or normative text can be seen to
define it as a genre. Only when romance is paired with an adjective, as in
‘chivalric’ or ‘Arthurian romance’, ‘Greek romance’, ‘pastoral romance’, or
‘gothic romance’, is it generally considered a genre, for in these cases groups of
texts with historical connections are associated. In its original usage, however,
as it defined a group of texts that arose in the context of twelfth-century French
feudalism, the term did indeed define a specific genre of narrative. The word
was first applied to works written in Old French, which was itself called ‘Romans’
to distinguish it as a derived language from Latin proper, and hence the term
came to denote stories of chivalry in that language. Chrétien de Troyes’ five
poems (late twelfth century) and Gottfried von Strassburg’s German Tristan
und Iseult (c. 1210) are the literary centrepieces of the genre of chivalric romance.
The genre came late to England, but it has been estimated that over a hundred
examples exist, the best of which is Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (c. 1375).
Malory’s late fifteenth-century translation, collection and extension of the
romances, the Morte d’Arthur, may be considered as the last version of the
genre properly understood. By the late seventeenth century the term came to be
applied more generally to long works of fiction whose narrative and
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characterization resembled the chivalric tales in evading the realism of other
prose fiction. This latter usage in turn has led twentieth-century critics, somewhat
anachronistically, to label as romances the prose fiction of the second and third
centuries AD, the Aethiopica of Heliodurus, the Leucippe and Cleitophon of
Achilles Tatius, the Daphnis and Chloe of Longus in Greek and even The Golden
Ass of Apuleius in Latin. The ultimate source for Shakespeare’s Pericles, the
anonymous History of Apollonius, King of Tyre (in Latin but possibly derived
from a Greek original), is another example of this genre of ‘Greek romance’. In
the sixteenth century Jorge de Montemayor would write his Spanish Diana and
Sir Philip Sidney the Arcadia under the influences of these ancient romances.
The final period of Shakespeare’s dramatic activity also falls under the spell of
this type of narrative; twentieth-century criticism has chosen to designate the
tragi-comedies he wrote between 1608 and 1611, Pericles, Cymbeline, The
Winter’s Tale and The Tempest, his ‘late romances’. In addition, the Renaissance
saw the revival of the tradition of the chivalric romance, what might be termed
Secondary romance’, in Boiardo’s Orlando Innamorato (1483) and its great
successor, the Orlando Furioso (1516, 1521, 1532) of Ariosto. Following
extended critical discussion of the competing claims of epic and romance in the
middle of the sixteenth century, Tasso self-consciously melded this type of literary
romance to epic in his Gerusalemme Liberata (1581). Spenser produced the
supreme example in English of this kind of ‘secondary romance’ in The Faerie
Queene (1590, 1596), a poem which combines romance structure and subject-
matter with epic intentions of engaging history and the political moment.
Although romance has been much discussed in late twentieth-century
criticism, a comprehensive account of its nature is yet to be written. Handbook
descriptions of romance have spoken most frequently of a narrative defined by
marvels, magic, strange or exotic settings, and characterization that tends toward
the ideal rather than the realistic. The complexity, indeed the unpredictability,
of the romance plot is often noted as well. Northrop Frye, in Anatomy of
Criticism (1957), termed romance a mode, a word implying a broader category
than genre, one abstracted from the question of historicity. Mode, in fact, may
be understood as roughly the equivalent of genre but with the significant omission
of its relation to actual social and cultural conditions. In twentieth-century
critical practice ‘romance’ has most often been used not so much to define a
work as to describe elements in a narrative, motifs, mood, types of characters,
plot situations and the like. The two most influential theoretical treatments, by
Frye and by Fredric Jameson, have reached antithetical conclusions on its nature
and its appeal. For Frye romance is ‘the structural core of all fiction’; a direct
descendant of folk-tale, romance ‘brings us closer than any other aspect of
literature to the sense of fiction, considered as a whole, as the epic of the creature,
man’s vision of his own life as a quest’ (1976, p. 15). Frye’s sense of romance is
essentially ahistorical; the context of a particular romance is other romances,
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and a critic of romance is ‘very quickly led from what the individual work says
to what the entire convention it belongs to is saying through the work’ (1976,
p. 60). He sees the structure of romance as a cyclical movement that involves
descent into a night world, a place symbolic of death, alienation or psychic
paralysis, then a return to an idyllic world of restored life and reintegration,
expressed frequently in a marriage. What is at issue is human identity, confusion
or loss of it in the descent and a recovery of true identity in the ascent and
return. It is this pattern that leads Frye to identify ancient romances with the
medieval and in turn to identify both with novelistic ‘romances’ of the past
three centuries. To Frye romance differs from epic and tragedy in that heroism
is most frequently understood in terms of suffering; a suffering, enduring heroine
will often have more active power in romance than the hero, or the male hero
must allow himself to be acted upon. Frye notes how close this is to the Christian
ethos, whose ascendancy largely parallels that of romance. But in spite of close
connections between ‘the imaginative universe’ of romance and Christianity,
he does not believe there is a causal connection. Rather romance is the ‘secular
scripture’, analogous to the biblical scriptures which convey Christian myth,
but antedating it, fabulous and not tied to belief, and able to supersede it, he
believes, in a humanistic ‘recovery of myth’.

Jameson’s Marxist analysis of romance responds directly to the ahistoricism
of Frye’s construction of the mode, but is tied to a larger project of
understanding the operation of genre historically as a complex of elements at
work in the sign system of a literary text. Jameson agrees with Frye in seeing
romance as projecting a particular kind of world, but it is the projection itself
that he sees as having significance:

Romance is that form in which the world-ness of world reveals itself.... for
romance as a literary form is that event in which world in the technical sense of
the transcendental horizon of my experience becomes precisely visible as
something like an innerworldly object in its own right, taking on the shape of
world in the popular sense of nature, landscape, and so forth.

(1975, p. 142)

Within the ‘world’ projected by romance Jameson calls attention to the binary
division of good and evil, which he wants to historicize as a division between
the self and the Other; he understands evil as that which is radically different
from one’s self, the stranger, the barbarian, whatever is ‘alien, different, strange,
unclean, unfamiliar’ (1981, p. 115). Hence the division between good and
evil, which he believes (perhaps mistakenly) is transcended in other genres
(e.g. tragedy and comedy), represents a survival of a ‘magical thought mode’
in romance, ‘one which springs from a precapitalist, essentially agricultural
way of life’ (1975, p. 141). Outside a purely Marxist structure of analysis,
this understanding of evil as derived simply from Otherness may seem curiously
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naive to many readers. But Jameson uses it to derive romance ‘in its original
strong form’ from the needs of the feudal nobility in the twelfth century to
define itself against what opposes it and yet recognize its resemblance to that
opposition. Its persistence as a mode comes from ‘substitutions, adaptations,
and appropriations’ which it makes in altered historical circumstances of the
‘raw materials of magic and Otherness’ that had come from its original
socioeconomic context (1981, p. 131). His penetrating discussion of these
‘substitutions, adaptations, and appropriations’ in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century novels (including I Promessi Sposi, 1827, and La Chartreuse de Parme,
1839) fills in the missing historicity of Frye’s construction of romance and
serves to underscore the persistence of romance, even if the ultimate question
why it should persist remains resistant to historicist analysis. Still, Jameson’s
main purpose is to create a more flexible understanding of genre in which a
text is seen not as given meaning by participation in a single genre but as
composed of ‘structurally contradictory or heterogeneous elements, generic
patterns and discourses’ (1981, p. 141). In this way genre theory projects a
model of the coexistence or tension between several generic modes or strands
in a text, and analysis aims to comprehend generic categories not as defining
absolutes but as ad hoc constructs.

Making use of this sense of genre, one can understand epic and romance
not as distinct narrative possibilities but as inextricably bound up in one
another. If we follow Frye in abstracting romance from the social conditions
of twelfth-century feudalism that gave rise to a specific genre of chivalric
romance and treat it instead as narrative mode, even the Odyssey can appear
to have as much in common with romance structures as it does with epic. At
the level of plot it is a poem defined by adventures and the marvellous;
moreover, its action is a double quest, a son’s quest for his father and the
father’s quest for son and wife. The poem presupposes the heroic military
ethos of the Iliad, but its encounters are more frequently ones involving
individual cunning and endurance; in a sense the virtues of the warriors at
Troy begin to seem obsolescent in the struggle of Odysseus. The focus of the
poem on individual identity, particularly in the return to an identity that had
been obscured by the warrior ethos, seems also characteristic of the concerns
of romance. In short, though we lack knowledge of the specific non-epic genres
that surrounded the Homeric poems, we can hypothesize narratives analogous
to what we understand as romance that countered epic values or rendered
them problematic.

The coalescence of epic and romance in the great narrative poems of the
sixteenth century, Orlando Furioso, Gerusalemme Liberata, Os Lusiadas and
The Faerie Queene, and the struggle of the theorists of the period over the
distinction between epic and romance also point to the need to conceptualize
competing narrative possibilities rather than a rigid separation between them.
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Giovambattista Giraldi-Cintio, in his Discorsi intorno al comporre dei romanzi
(1554), the first of the Renaissance theorists to distinguish romance from the
ancient epics, was well aware of the separate origins of romance in French
and Spanish chivalric narratives. He is everywhere attentive to the formal
distinctions between romance as practised by Boiardo and Ariosto and the
epics of Homer and Virgil, not only the use of a rhymed stanzas and the
divisions into cantos but the multiplicity of plots and the interwoven narrative
structure of romance. For him the romanzi are modern poems which derive
their characteristics from the Italian language and the differing customs of
contemporary court society. But he assumes throughout an essential similarity
between ancient epic and modern romance. Both are types of the heroic poem
and make use of similar heroes, similar plot material, poetic devices,
ornamentation, and so forth. In practice he moves freely back and forth
between ancient narrative and the romances to illustrate his directives for the
composition of romance. Such differences as he finds are formal: multiplicity
of heroes and plot in romance over against the unity of ancient epic. But in its
greater variety of plot incident and in its mixing of ‘high’ and ‘low’ characters
he, like other theorists of the period, posits the similarity of the Odyssey to
modern romance. Tasso, in his Discorsi dell’arte poetica (1587, but written in
the 1560s, before publication of the Gerusalemme Liberata), goes even further
in asserting the essential unity of romance and epic. He acknowledges that
some have seen multiplicity of plot as suggesting that the romanzo is a different
genre (specie) from epic. But because both imitate the magnanimous deeds of
heroic figures and both use the same means of narrative (as opposed to scenic
representation), they are essentially the same. Unity of action, moreover, is
important to both. Tasso does not praise the multiplicity of Ariosto’s romance;
in so far as Ariosto fails to achieve unity, his poem is lacking, but this is not
because romance is a different genre following different internal rules from
epic. He argues as he does in part to establish his own practice in the
Gerusalemme Liberata, in which epic and romance elements have been melded
together with more theoretical self-consciousness than Ariosto attempted.
The greater cultural prestige of epic is implicit throughout the critical
discussions of the sixteenth century, so that critics either reject romance
elements as less worthy or attempt, as Giraldi-Cintio and Tasso do, to subsume
romance within epic in a more general sense of the ‘heroic poem’. The prestige
of epic rested in part on the half-recognized way Virgil was understood to
have encompassed the national and political in the Aeneid. The Roman poet
had adapted the elements of Homeric epic to a historical design that not only
tied a contemporary patron to a fictional ancestor but did so within a myth
that purports to underlie the structures of political power. Virgil thus founded
and elaborated the myth upon which the Augustan order could rest; in doing
so he gave body to traditions, perhaps Etruscan, of origins from Asia Minor.
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But even more significantly he related these traditions to contemporary need
and created an imaginative structure that answered the needs of a political
world torn by civil war and an absolutism clothed in republican structures.
No work of literature, perhaps no other imaginative work of the Western
tradition, has ever responded so fully to a historical and political moment. In
doing so Virgil was confirming epic in its central role as a narrative that
engages the central values and political concerns of a society. By contrast,
romance, in its feudal origins, is preoccupied by the individual and status
relations within a fragmented political world. In a discussion of the ideology
of medieval English romance Stephen Knight (1986) has recently noted that
‘the absence of centralized state power is the overarching political factor that
typifies the world of feudal relations’. In its focus on the solitary knight,
romance appears unable or unwilling to conceptualize a larger political world.
This difference of concentration, epic on a larger political context and romance
on the individual psyche, suggests why the two became bound up with one
another in the early modern period.

The rise of nation states extended to poets the challenge of celebrating
national and historical experience. Ariosto’s position as court poet in a
culturally distinguished but politically insignificant duchy explains to some
extent the circumscribed and largely ironic character of the epic elements
within the Orlando Furioso. The main epic element of Ariosto’s design rests
in the fiction that he was singing the ancestry of his Ferrarese patrons, the
Este, as Virgil had established in Aeneas the ancestry of the Julian dynasty.
But he surrounds this fiction with an element of amused irony and in so doing
allows us to see why he writes ‘secondary romance’ rather than epic, indeed
why the mix of romance and epic motifs is an unequal one in the Orlando
Furioso. Given the political character of Italy in the sixteenth century, any
serious epic intentions would appear to have been doomed to either formalism
or ironic expression. Patricia Parker (1979) has suggested that Ariosto self-
consciously thematizes the concerns of romance through a narrative that defers
closure and celebrates the wanderings (errori) of its knights. He thus appears
to set his poem against the purposefulness, and perhaps the nationalism, of
epic and to create an aesthetic space that seeks to avoid deep commitment to
the relations of power. Tasso, also patronized by the Este at the court of
Ferrara, attempted to contain romance within the confines of epic in the
Gerusalemme Liberata, in a sense to reverse the positions they had held in the
Orlando Furioso. To do so he chose a historical subject, the First Crusade,
and in Goffredo created a hero who would express the fervour and commitment
of Counter-Reformation Catholicism. In the poem the romance elements,
centred primarily in Rinaldo (also the fictional ancestor of the Este), express
the errori, in both senses, that keep him from achieving the epic goals. The
poem is undeniably successful in its formal integration of romance within an
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epic structure. And yet as epic its political dimension remains imperfectly
realized, even puzzling. In its subject-matter the poem appears to want to
gesture out toward the contemporary victory at Lepanto, but if it does so, it is
with such reticence that the meaning of such gesture remains obscure,
unrealized. Instead it is the romance element that for most readers has remained
most memorable in the poem.

To find a narrative poem in the sixteenth century that celebrates historical
accomplishment in unambiguously epic terms, one would need to turn to the
Portuguese epic, Os Lusiadas (1572), of Luis de Camoéns. Here the subject
matter of Vasco da Gama’s voyage to the East becomes a vehicle of national
celebration on a scale that, if not Virgilian, at least has sufficient amplitude to
have become the centrepiece of a language and a literature. But like other
‘heroic’ narrative in the Renaissance, it too must be understood as admitting
romance into epic intentions. ‘Romance’ becomes a digressive element within
the epic narrative that deflects both hero and poet from the accomplishment
of the heroic work of imperial conquest and imperial celebration. Recently
David Quint (1985) has argued that romance represents a mercantile ethos
that runs implicitly counter to the dominant aristocratic ethos expressed
through the epic narrative. However one characterizes these romance elements,
it is clear they conflict with the national dimension of the poem expressed in
its epic character.

Spenser’s Faerie Queene is the most prominent example in English in which
romance and epic have been drawn together in a ‘heroic’ narrative. And yet
unlike the Italian poems that were his primary models (and, of them, principally
Ariosto’s), he does not for the most part derive meaning from the relation, or
competition, of romance and epic. Instead he can give significance to the
elements of romance through the highly flexible symbolic system, the allegory,
that emerges from them. At the same time Spenser intends a political and
nationalist dimension for his poem that would appear the proper end of epic;
unlike the Italian poets he writes in a political context in which such a
dimension was possible, indeed almost inevitable. Given his desire to celebrate
Elizabeth and the nation, it may appear strange that he did not choose to
write in a more insistently epic vein, in, say, the manner of Camoéns. But in
this the fact that the sovereign was a woman no doubt complicated the choice
of historical subject and made the structural and narrative multiplicity of
romance seem more able to accommodate the kind of refracted political
dimension the age seemed to require. Beginning with pastoral eclogues in The
Shepheardes Calender (1579) and imitating the opening of the Aeneid in The
Faerie Queene, Spenser clearly wished to be understood as imitating Virgilian
epic, particularly in its engagement with contemporary history. In the ‘Letter
to Ralegh’ which prefaced the first edition of the poem, he says he intends to
portray the Queen allegorically in the figure of the Faery Queen and her
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kingdom in Faeryland, adding: ‘And yet in some places els, I doe otherwise
shadow her.” In practice he refracts the figure of Elizabeth into Una, Belphoebe,
Britomart and Mercilla as well as the unrealized Gloriana, some of them
active heroines, some passive foci of particular royal virtues. The epic element
of his allegorical romance resides in allusion to the historical from within the
fiction, much as Virgil was understood to allude to his contemporary world.
In Book V (‘The Legend of Justice’) this motif of epic engagement with power
becomes particularly intense, even though Spenser maintains a romance
structure and manner. Jameson’s suggestion of seeing genre as a flexible index
of the concerns of a narrative is particularly useful with The Faerie Queene,
where romance and epic mingle throughout and in which a growing
personalism in the final completed book of the poem is signalled by a turn
from epic toward pastoral romance.

Although Milton’s specific discussions of the ‘heroic poem’ do not
distinguish between epic and romance—Homer, Virgil, Ariosto, Tasso and
Spenser and the subject-matter of their poems are all conflated—it is obvious
that Paradise Lost represents in every way a conscious turn away from romance
and toward the generic specification of epic. He rejects rhyme, stanzas and
cantos in favour of the blank verse that he calls an ‘ancient liberty recover’d
to Heroic Poem from the troublesome and modern bondage of Riming’. He
begins in medias res and uses narrative flashbacks to structure a narrative
that consists of a unified rather than a multiple action. But the most
significant—and in some sense paradoxical—choice consists in the subject-
matter he selected. When he had asserted his ambitions in heroic poetry in the
1640s, he favoured Arthurian material, a subject that would seem more proper
to romance treatment. But his opposition to monarchy and his desire for a
‘true’ subject, instead of the merely legendary, led him away from Arthur and
toward biblical history. Given the tradition of epic, the fall of Adam and Eve
would not seem the obvious choice to engage its traditional concerns. And
yet by grafting the account of the rebellion of Satan on to the story of the Fall,
Milton managed both to give the poem amplitude and, in ways that sometimes
sort oddly with his own republicanism, to engage history and the character of
human politics. The paradox of Paradise Lost as an epic lies not only in its
rejection of militarism and an aristocratic ethos but in its movement toward
an individual ‘paradise within’ that expresses Milton’s own late estrangement
from power. Milton somehow manages to accomplish the thematics of romance
within epic form. Nor is the poem without specific feints towards romance.
In Book II, for example, the epic encounter between Satan and Death is
interrupted by the intervention of Sin that brings on a parodic romance allegory
in the manner of Spenser. Later Adam’s idealization of Eve and his own
rationalizations for joining Eve in the Fall suggest a generic swerve toward
romance designed, within the epic context, to evoke suspicion. Even in its
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overall rejection, romance has a place within the complex generic mix of
Paradise Lost.

Meanwhile protean romance had transformed itself into prose fiction,
where, as McKeon (1987) has recently argued, it is deeply involved in the
origins of the novel. In Don Quixote (1605, 1615) the specific forms and
concerns of romance may be made to appear impermeable to the realism of
that new genre. But as romance is naturalized in the next two centuries, it can
be found leading a comfortable afterlife not only in the novels of Fielding and
Richardson but in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century subgenres of the novel
where its existence is acknowledged in terms like gothic romance and historical
romance. In the twentieth century science fiction, which has been dubbed
‘scientific romance’, substitutes future for past and becomes one of its
characteristic modern transmutations.
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LYRIC

DAVID LINDLEY

When Barbara Hardy begins her book The Advantage of Lyric with the claim
that ‘lyric poetry isolates feeling in small compass and so renders it at its most
intense’ (1977, p. 2), she offers a definition of the lyric genre with which
many contemporary readers would feel comfortable, and one which can be
paralleled in many places. This definition suggests that lyric is necessarily
brief, a record of a momentary experience distilled and compressed to reveal
feeling and emotion. But there are other frequently encountered formulations.
Northrop Frye, for example, takes up Mill’s definition of lyric as an utterance
that is ‘overheard’, and defines it by its ‘radical of presentation’, where ‘the
poet, so to speak, turns his back on his listeners, though he may speak for
them, and though they may repeat some of his words after him’ (1957, p.
250). For Susanne Langer, however, lyric is defined as ‘the literary form that
depends most directly on pure verbal resources—the sound and evocative
power of words, metre, alliteration, rhyme, and other rhythmic devices,
associated images, repetitions, archaisms, and grammatical twists. It is the
most obviously linguistic creation, and therefore the readiest instance of poesis’
(1953, p. 159). Andrew Welsh takes a similar line when he observes that lyric
is “finally less a particular genre of poetry than a distinctive way of organizing
language’ in which ‘there are basic conflicts between the traditional demands
of a long poem and the very different organization of a lyric-centred language’
(1978, p. 21). Jonathan Culler, from a different critical perspective,
concentrates on the rhetorical figure of apostrophe (direct address, as in ‘O
Rose, thou art sick’). He suggests that we should ‘distinguish two forces in
poetry, the narrative and apostrophic’, and ‘that the lyric is characteristically
the triumph of the apostrophic’ (1981, p. 149).

While these definitions are significantly different in the qualities they see
as central to the lyric, they are alike in their attempt to isolate ‘lyric’ as a
category of very general applicability, a mode of utterance or a poetic stance
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that can be used to bring together poems from different periods and different
cultures. ‘Lyric’ in categorizations of this kind is being used as a ‘universal’
term. Behind them all, albeit at some distance, lies Aristotle’s division of
literature into three major kinds. But Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry offers a
very different kind of definition. The lyric poet, in his view, ‘with his tuned
lyre and well-accorded voice, giveth praise, the reward of virtue, to virtuous
acts;...gives moral precepts, and natural problems;...sometimes raiseth up
his voice to the height of the heavens, in singing the lauds of the immortal
God’ ([1595] 1965, p. 118). Joshua Poole in 1657 offered an anatomy of the
lyric genre as encompassing ‘Madrigals, Sonnets, Hymns, Ballets, Odes,
whereof some are amorous, some rural, some military, some jovial, made for
drollery and drinking’ (quoted in Curran, 1986, pp. 24-5). For both these
writers lyric is defined and categorized by its aims, its subject-matter or form,
and in the later writer particularly an attempt is made to produce both a
taxonomy and a hierarchy of the subspecies of the genre.

The variousness of modern statements, and their difference from those of
the past, focus clearly the problems that face anyone attempting to write about
lyric in general terms or using the term in discussion of individual poems. The
most obvious clash is that between attempts to isolate a universal, transhistorical
lyric principle, and a conviction that such a search is inherently futile in the face
of historical change. On the one side W.R.Johnson states quite firmly: ‘I regard
this genre as immutable and universal. Its accidents may and always do show
extraordinary variations as it unfolds in time, but its substance abides’ (1982,
p- 2). René Wellek, however, argues that ‘one must abandon attempts to define
the general nature of the lyric or the lyrical. Nothing beyond generalities of the
tritest kind can result from it’ (1970, p. 252). But even if one were to accept a
historically contingent view of genre it would still leave many problems, for
during its history the term ‘lyric’ has acted on the one hand as a general generic
term covering a variety of different sub-genres—pastoral, hymn, ode and the
like—but on the other has itself been used as a sub-generic term for a specifically
song-like poem, to be differentiated from sonnet or elegy, for example. The
assertion of a necessary link between lyric and music (a connection embodied
in the most frequent contemporary use of the term to describe words for songs)
itself brings complications, since attitudes towards the relationship of the two
arts have themselves changed a great deal over the centuries.

Faced with these layers of confusion one might at this point be tempted
simply to abandon the term entirely. But yet one finds in much contemporary
literary criticism a casual use of the words ‘lyric’ and ‘lyrical’ which suggests
that some kind of clarification of terms is still necessary. It is an axiom for
any act of writing or reading that generic considerations affect both what can
be written and how, and also what kinds of response readers can make to
different texts. The importance of generic assumptions, whether made explicit
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or not, can be illustrated by Annabel Patterson’s remarks on the critical fortunes
of Ben Jonson’s poetry. She argues:

the [lyric] genre continues to be defined normatively, in ways that exclude dozens
of poems that their authors once thought of as lyric. The reason for this is clear.
The modernist view of lyric as an intense, imaginative form of self-expression
or self-consciousness, the most private of all genres, is, of course, a belief derived
from Romanticism. As a belief, it is inevitably inhospitable to poems like
Jonson’s, which derive from a classical tradition, inchoate but powerful, that
sanctioned lyric with a social or political content.

(in Hosek and Parker, 1985, p. 151)

Faulty generic assumptions can render literature of the past at worst invisible,
at best imperfectly understood. Readers, therefore, must always attempt to
render explicit the preconceptions they bring to lyric poetry. For though generic
labels seem to aspire to a quasi-scientific objectivity, laying out a map of
literature which enables the reader to draw firm boundaries and clear
distinctions, they are always terms produced within a particular matrix of
discriminations, recording the distinctions particular to culturally produced
and historically determined needs. Generic assumptions dictate the nature of
the contract between reader and poem, and it is the historical gap between
the conditions of a poem’s production and its present reception which ensure
that the nature of the contract can never be fixed. Furthermore, the generic
map is itself never absolute; its terms and categories are always relative. The
boundaries between genres are permeable, with one literary kind affecting
and modifying another, and so creating a need for different distinctions. Lyric,
then, must always be defined in relationship to the other literary kinds which
impinge upon it. At the same time definitions that critics offer have to be
understood in the context of their more general assumptions about literature.

The category of lyric is best regarded as a construct made within a nexus
of a number of possible determinants not all of which have been equally
important at every historical moment. These co-ordinates are of different
kinds, among them those of form, subject-matter, social function, self-
presentation and linguistic character.

In describing many literary genres the match of a given kind of subject to a
particular form is a straightforward starting-point. In the case of lyric, even
this is difficult, for it has always embraced a variety of subject-matter. In
classical times lyric was the name both for substantial, public poems, usually
termed ‘odes’, and for poems of love or sociable songs. In the last two hundred
years or so the public ode has been transformed, interiorized into what Abrams
(1970) calls the ‘greater Romantic lyric’. In the process the realm of public
poetry has contracted markedly (to the point that the office of Poet Laureate
is now often regarded as an institutionalized joke). At the same time, however,
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the range of subject permitted to the shorter lyric has widened immeasurably
from the fairly rigidly constrained repertory of the classical writers, so that a
classification such as that proposed by Poole can no longer serve to delimit
lyric’s territory. This does not mean that recognition of the relationship of
individual poems one to another in terms of their subject is unimportant;
paradoxically perhaps, such affiliations become increasingly significant to
the reader’s experience even as it becomes less and less possible to produce a
comprehensive list of permitted subjects. But such links no longer distinguish
lyric from other kinds. As Alastair Fowler has remarked:

In modern poetry, the collapse of many kinds into ‘lyric’ has given subgenre an
enlarged function. Most short poems of our time belong to well-defined
subgenres. But these modern subgenres are so numerous that, being mostly
unlabelled, they are unrecognized in the main, and hard to describe.

(1982, p. 114)

But in earlier periods the comparatively strictly delimited lyric repertoire of
subject had a more important function in demarcating larger generic
boundaries, and it is important that modern readers are able to respond to
the witty, playful delight with which earlier poets deploy, test and challenge
the conventional topoi that a subject-defined genre made available.

If subject is not now crucial to the definition of the genre, the lyric forms—
the sonnet, the common-measure of hymnody, the villanelle and so on—also
do no more than distinguish various lyric sub-genres. (They are, of course,
none the less important for that, and repay critical attention.) But perhaps it
is still true that a vestigial connection with music, with the idea of a repeated
tune enacted in a repeated stanza form, has some force in creating our sense
of a poem as a ‘lyric’. What was once a major determinant of poetic genre,
distinguishing lyric from elegy, for example, has come to seem much less
significant, partly because of the absorption of continuous elegiac meditation
under the lyric umbrella, partly through the rise of free verse; but the musical
connection of lyric is still felt to be significant, and is traced in the disposition
of words in stanza forms.

To most modern readers any attempt to make form or subject the
determinant of lyric as a genre will seem self-evidently inadequate. We have
become accustomed to attempting to define the genres of poetry not by their
subject-matter, but by the way they offer a particular relationship between
the poet’s voice and the ostensible subject of the poem. We need to recognize,
however, that the privileging of the subjectivity or objectivity of the poem’s
voice is itself the product of the culture of the last two hundred years or so.
We need also to understand how hopelessly inadequate such criteria are when
brought to bear on poetry of earlier periods. The medieval lyricist, for example,
wrote poems for a whole variety of reasons, but rarely if ever to stake out a
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personal and originally conceived territory. The poet who wrote ‘I sing of a
maiden that is makeless’ (i.e. ‘matchless’, ‘without a mate’) uses the first-
person pronoun not as an assertion of individual perception, but to stand, as
it were, as spokesman for the devotional community who might read or hear
the poem. As Douglas Gray says, medieval lyrics were

sometimes put to what we might recognise as ‘literary’ uses (e.g. in plays), but
more often than not the impulse behind them is quite functional and practical....
The lyrics were meant to be, and were, used, sometimes in private devotion and
prayer, sometimes for public devotional display, sometimes to emphasize and
drive home points in sermons.

(1972, p. 37)

This statement is true of much religious verse throughout the centuries, and is
as applicable to the hymns of Watts or Wesley as to the medieval lyric. But it
also applies to the secular lyrics of the Middle Ages. The voice of medieval
poetry is determined by its functional purpose or the social situation of its
composition and performance.

Such factors are significant also in the Renaissance, when poetry was not
necessarily destined for a large, anonymous audience in print. It might circulate
in manuscript as communication initially between groups of friends; whether
printed or not, it could serve as tribute of praise from poet to patron, and be an
instrument in self-advancement. Poets, therefore, had a clear sense of their
audience, and their readers often had a sharp awareness of the relationship
between text and poet. It is this, for example, that enables the playfulness with
which Sidney both is and is not the Astrophil of his sonnet sequence. But this
does not imply a simple, direct relationship between a poem and ‘the poet’s
own feelings’. It has become something of a cliché to declare that it is during the
period of the Renaissance that modern notions of the individual self were in the
process of formation. It is commonplace to see in the poetry first of Wyatt and
then of Donne the emergence of particular, individualized voices escaping from
the anonymity of medieval conventions. But such views are true only in part.
Renaissance writers were trained within the disciplines of rhetoric. This was
not only an external discipline, which predisposed authors to be aware of generic
decorum or made them sensitive to the games words could be made to play—
although it was also both of those things. Rhetorical education was built upon
the foundation of imitation, of learning from approved models, working and
reworking the topoi or commonplaces. It dictated a habit of mind which saw
language as an instrument of persuasion, and poetry as a branch of epideictic
rhetoric, a means of instruction through praise or blame. Poems are therefore
always addressed to someone; they do not ‘turn their back’ on the reader. In
almost all Renaissance poetry there is a self-conscious, public dimension.

This, of course, is not to deny that Renaissance poetry does express ‘feeling’,
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nor to ignore the ways in which that poetry figures the negotiation between
public and private selves. But it is to insist that a poet like Donne would have
looked on M.L.Rosenthal’s recent assertion that ‘we should not confuse poetry
with rhetoric’ (1987, p. 96) with blank amazement. It is to suggest that reading
Donne as if he were primarily expressing feeling is largely to miss the point
and pleasure of his poetry. Finally, it is to assert that neither Donne’s poetry,
nor that of his contemporaries can be defined as lyric on the basis of its
presumed truth to personal feeling. Indeed, the genres of Renaissance poetry
were distinguished by criteria of form, appropriate language and subject rather
than those of personal stance or feeling. Songs in stanza form on love are
lyrics, as are longer, public odes or epithalamia, and they are to be distinguished
from verse epistles, love-elegies, epigrams, satires and the rest. It was certainly
possible to blend different genres, particularly the lyric and the epigram, as
Rosalie Colie (1973) demonstrates, but for their effects such blendings relied
upon a generic awareness largely given through the disciplines of rhetoric.

Critics have for half a century been drawing attention to the essentially
rhetorical nature of Donne’s poetry—and, indeed, one reason for his
reinstatement in the canon in the earlier part of this century was precisely
that he seemed to provide a model for the modernist attempt to escape from
a romantic tyranny of personal feeling. The persistence, however, among school
and university students, of the wish to find ‘real feeling’ in Donne’s poetry is
a mark of the enormous power that a romantic and post-romantic aesthetic
still possesses to condition what is generally understood to be the business of
lyric poetry.

The notion of lyric as essentially the personal utterance of a poet’s feelings
only takes root in the early nineteenth century. Most modern readers derive
their assumptions about poetry in general, and lyric in particular, from the
attitude seemingly embodied in Wordsworth’s famous dictum about poetry
as ‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling’. Many qualifications are
needed to this picture, even as it applies to the romantics. They were not so
simply obsessed with private utterance, and Wordsworth’s ‘egotistical sublime’
has to be taken alongside Keats’s assertion of the ‘chameleon poet’. The
association of lyric with the expression of personal emotion was not entirely
new, and it is really only later in the nineteenth century that criteria of intensity
of feeling and brevity of expression were allied to subjectivity as the essential
conditions of lyric poetry. But none the less it is manifestly true that the generic
map, for the previous 250 years largely determined by neo-classical rhetorical
criteria, underwent a radical shift.

MacLean defines the shift thus:

The principles which had long served to divide poetry into kinds and to arrange
them in a hierarchy...were not first principles to the Romantics. By the principles
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fundamental to the Romantics, poetry in the highest sense was one as the soul
is; it was constituted, as is the soul, of the elements of thought and feeling; if
divisible into important kinds, it was divisible by some such system as
Wordsworth used in arranging his poems according to the psychological faculty
predominant in the composition of each.

(1952, p. 459)

As a consequence, it is during this period that significant boundaries are drawn
between lyric and narrative (a division that neither medieval nor Renaissance
poets would have seen as important), and between poetry spoken in the voice
of the poet, and poetry spoken through a dramatic persona (a distinction that
most Renaissance poets would have found difficult to comprehend). It is in
romantic and post-romantic poetry that the sense of a lyric as a poem recording
a moment of perception, an encounter that leads to a fusion of perceiver and
perceived expressed in the symbolic language of poetry, becomes firmly
entrenched.

Any number of different explanations can be offered to account for this
shift, not least a very different perception of the role of the poet in society, but
what matters most is to take the basic point that lyric becomes perhaps the
most privileged of poetic kinds, absorbing into itself the elegy, or poem of
introspective meditation. At the same time it tends to modulate other literary
kinds, so that epic and narrative are ‘lyricized’ by being presented under the
control of personal reflection.

At first sight it might seem that the increasing monopoly of poetry by the
lyric tends to undermine the possibility of any useful generic distinction. But
it can be argued that, precisely as a consequence, new combinations and
distinctions are forced into being. Avrom Fleishman records that ‘to convey
the stages of personal experience—especially during periods of alienation or
recovery from it—a new form emerged: the lyric sequence’ (1985, p. 368).
This was not perhaps entirely new, but the lyric sequence has persisted as a
significant genre to the present day. It might also be suggested that the insistence
on lyric being defined as a personal mode of expression necessitated the
emergence as a distinct genre of the consciously entertained dramatic
monologue of which Browning is the most celebrated exponent. Subsequently,
the distinction between dramatic and personal utterance has become less
significant, and lyrics spoken through clearly signalled ‘personae’ have an
important place among current poetic kinds. As Curran (1986) has argued,
generic distinctions are no less important to romantic and subsequent poetry,
however different is the basis upon which they are made.

In our own century the modernist reaction against the romantic emphasis
upon the subjective led to a search for an impersonal voice, an objective poetic
mode. Eliot’s oft-quoted remark that ‘poetry is not the expression of personality
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but an escape from personality’ (1951, p. 21) may conveniently be taken to
typify the reaction, but it is one which finds echoes with variation throughout
the century—Pound’s ‘objectivity and again objectivity’, William Carlos
Williams’s ‘no poetry but in things’, or Olson’s projectivist manifesto urging
poets to get rid ‘of the interference of the individual as ego’ are typical
expressions. In its turn this aesthetic has been modified, extended or denied.
One direction has been to turn the symbolic inwards to produce the private
‘confessional’ poetry of the 1960s. Another has been to take further the
destruction of presence of the poet in the elusive, indeterminable poetry of
John Ashbery or J.H.Prynne. At the same time other poets have sought to
recreate a poetry which deals directly with the personal situation and experience
of the poet, but does so in a way that is not occluded and private.

Paradoxically the outcome for the lyric as genre has been to produce two
simultaneous but ultimately incompatible understandings of what the term
might imply. On the one hand the romantic and post-romantic notion of lyric
as essentially concerned with the poet’s expression of personal feeling is still
alive and well—it is what informs most of the ‘creative writing’ taught in
schools, for example. But at the same time the modernist legacy has been to
reserve lyric as term for a poem in which the formal resources of language are
deployed to achieve an objectivity and impersonality of utterance. Particularly
important has been the sense that concentration on form, or what might be
termed the ‘musical’ in language, is central. As David Trotter puts it, talking
of the poetry of Geoffrey Hill:

Formal discipline is once more the only guarantee that poetry resembles unfallen
speech, a speech which can awaken echoes of the lost kingdom of innocence
and original justice.

(1984, p. 216)

(The sense of belatedness here remarked can be paralleled in a number of
contemporary poets, so that ‘lyric’ itself as a label may seem to carry a nostalgic
charge.) The uneasy coexistence of these two imperatives as primary definitions
of the lyric tends to render much casual use of the term in critical writing
vague and unhelpful.

Part of the problem of using the term ‘lyric’ at all is that criticism for at
least the last fifty years has not been particularly concerned with generic
discrimination. For while one can chart the progress from a romantic, subjective
definition of lyric through Eliot’s view of poetry in general as an escape from
subjectivity, to a later reaction in the work of poets such as Larkin, Harrison
or Heaney, each in their own different ways establishing a clear sense of the
origin of their poems in an individual geographical and personal situation,
the question of what constitutes a specifically ‘lyric’ genre has been largely
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ignored by the academic voices who increasingly dominate the study of poetry.
For all their differences from one another neither the New Criticism nor its
unruly child deconstruction, which between them have dominated the
discussion of lyric poetry in recent years, has made a fundamental dent in
romantic and post-romantic notions of what defines the lyric genre. Responding
successively to modernist and postmodernist writing they have tended to focus
first upon the poem as verbal icon, then upon the play of language and deferral
of meaning. They have considered the problems of subjectivity as central,
though their approach to the question has been significantly different. Indeed,
Jonathan Arac, providing an ‘Afterword’ to an important collection of essays
entitled Lyric Poetry: Beyond New Criticism, draws attention to the continuity
between New Criticism and the ‘new new criticism’, and concludes:

Few of these papers work hard on actually addressing what is at stake in the
notion of ‘lyric poetry’. Most notions of lyric offered here are tactical, set up
only to be devalued or rejected. The most common sense among those who
have used the notion is that lyric expresses pure subjectivity.

(in Hosek and Parker, 1985, pp. 352-3)

There are two problems which derive from the lack of attention to generic
theory in much recent criticism. First, the fact that a post-romantic notion of
what constitutes the lyric still dominates academic criticism serves to highlight
the way in which neither New Criticism, nor its successors in the business of
close-reading of poems are much interested in history. For though it is possible
to read pre-romantic poetry from a deconstructive perspective—and though
such an enterprise is not, of itself, unjustifiable—there is always the danger of
partiality and blindness that can result. Any notion of genre must be deployed
with historical sensitivity if it is to be a tool to unlock the difference of ourselves
from the past. It is exciting to deconstruct Donne or Milton, and much can be
revealed in the process about the ways in which their poetry may be made to
speak to our present concerns—but it is at least as important to uncover the
ways in which their language is alien and different, and generic self-
consciousness can aid in the understanding of that difference. The second
problem is rather different. For if subjective notions of the lyric have blanked
off some literature of the past they also threaten to render invisible some of
the things that are happening currently. Particularly in song lyric and in the
expressly politicized poetry of Black communities we find that there is a lyric
practice which is public rather than private, in which the speaker defines not
so much a self as a community. In many respects this poetry, often tied to
performance, looks back to a broader understanding of the nature and function
of lyric than the voices of the academy often entertain.

‘Lyric’, then, is a desperately slippery term for the critic to handle. It is
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called upon to stand for some universal impulse; it needs to serve the needs of
historical awareness, and yet has to function as a way of distinguishing certain
kinds of poem within the range of contemporary poetry. Today, perhaps, it is
best seen as a sub-generic term, at least in ‘high’ literature, marking off poetry
which privileges the musical resources of language and what Denise Levertov
calls an ‘uncommon speech of paradise’ (1983, p. 5). The other common
contemporary use of the term specifically for words actually written for musical
setting allows rather different possibilities. When used for poetry of the past
it has to be used with a self-conscious sense of historical distance and difference.
The critic must always attempt to use the label as clearly as possible, with a
precise sense of the particular function appropriate to different analytic tasks.
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NARRATIVE VERSE

JOSEPH BRISTOW

Every poem tells a story. Every poem does so because narrative is a condition
not just of poetry, but of textuality itself. Whether producing or consuming
literary texts, writers and readers are bound to a process of structuring
relations between units of meaning into sequences shaped by generic
expectations. Within these terms, narrative defines the particular order a
textual sequence may take up from start to finish. This question of textual
order—its theorization in relation to a multiplicity of technicalities: genre,
temporality, point of view, and so on—has found a space within literary
studies known as ‘narratology’ or ‘narrative theory’. Books on this topic
abound. But their focus of interest is not poetry or even, more specifically,
‘narrative verse’. Rather, narrative is usually considered to be the province
of prose fiction. There are historical reasons for this restricted association
between narrative and novels, short stories and related forms in prose. When
English was established as a legitimate object of study in higher education
at the end of the nineteenth century it was the novel that first attracted
formalist criticism (Henry James’s “The Art of Fiction’, 1884, is especially
significant in determining the early debate). Thereafter, the issues of ‘narrative
technique’ and ‘narrative structure’ became key preoccupations in what is
now loosely referred to as traditional literary criticism. To this day, it is
generally assumed that when discussing the most dominant literary form in
prose, the novel, the critic is obliged to analyse aspects of narrative. Novels,
it seems, are about their status as narratives. Poems, by generic contrast,
appear to concern something other than the telling of stories—even though,
by virtue of being texts, poems ineluctably narrate. Again, the complex
register of terms built up by narratology—Mikhail Bakhtin’s ‘chronotope’
(Bakhtin, 1981) or Genette’s influential ‘histoire/récit/narration’ (Genette,
1982)—are rarely translated into the criticism of poetry. (For a full discussion
of recent theories of narrative, see Martin, 1986.) Literary criticism instead
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gives priority to the rhetorical features of poetry: imagery—frequently the
fetish of ‘close-readings’ of this type of writing—provides the often exclusive
focus of much criticism of poetry.

If poetry is infrequently looked at through a narratological terminology, this
may be because lyric, rather than ‘narrative verse’, holds sway as the genre
above all others in critical writings on poetry. And one of the most conspicuous
features of lyric is its resistance to narrative. Lyric is characterized by an impulse
to transcend the conditions of its articulation. Hence its frequent appeals to
apostrophe (‘O and ‘Ah!’) where apparently (since mimetically) spontaneous
sounds, ones that have no referential effects in their own right, provide the
illusion of immediacy (see Culler, 1981, pp. 135-54). Moreover, lyric is central
to the criticism of poetry for at least two further reasons. First, there exists a
consensus that lyric is, by and large, more convenient to teach to students. The
formal features of lyric can be grasped quite promptly in the classroom, and
traditional criticism has found lyric to suit particular critical needs—for example,
the identification of ambiguity, paradox and unity, much favoured by the once
very influential American New Critics. Narrative poems have, of course, existed
in great numbers on the syllabus, but instead of being thought of primarily in
terms of their narrativity they have been allocated to different generic
formations—ballad, epic and romance are the obvious ones. On occasions,
critics have thought it fit to speak of ‘verse novels’—Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s
Aurora Leigh ([1857] 1978) is one example. The second reason for the critical
dominance of lyric concerns its hegemony as the poetic form in the twentieth
century. For as long as English Studies has been established, lyric has served as
the form for most poems produced within the period. The development of ‘free
verse’ after the First World War has much to do with the ascendancy of lyric.
Even in the final decades of the twentieth century, those few journals such as
New Statesman and Society and The Listener that publish poetry alongside
other cultural materials (journalism, essays, reviews), reserve what marginal
space they have for poetry to lyrics. In terms of the layout of such weekly
publications, poetry has roughly the same significance as the crossword puzzle—
aminority of readers is committed to it. As the institutional interest in lyric has
become more and more specialized and theoretically complex, poetry has—in
inverse proportions—taken on an increasingly unimportant cultural position
so that it now stands as a ‘higher’ (and, to many people, inaccessible) form of
‘art’ that speaks neither to nor for the Zeitgeist. Rather, it continues as a form
in the tellingly labelled ‘little’ magazines to provide for a tiny audience which is
largely made up of poets and academics. Most contemporary readers of poetry
are—if not producers of the stuff—students of English Literature.

It may be thought, then, that poetry has few readers outside the academy,
and that those small numbers of readers it does have are interested less in its
narrative than its lyric features. But at this point there emerges a new distinction
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that literary criticism, old and new, nearly always ignores. This is the distinction
between academically recognized and non-academically enjoyed and very
popular poetry. It is a distinction that exists to separate Shakespeare from folk-
songs, Milton from Ranter writings, Tennyson from the music-hall, and Philip
Larkin from Pam Ayres. Although, on inspection, it can be seen that each member
of each of the pairs listed here has historical affinities with the other’s writing,
poetry officially assigned to the canon of ‘great’ English literature is all too
often dissociated from the popular forms it relates to, and from which much of
its meaning is generated. (To observe that Tennyson could be most vulgarly
jingoistic may, in the eyes of more conservative critics, appear to ‘degrade’ the
poet’s ‘art’.) In Britain, the pantheon of contemporary poets is supposed to
include such figures as Seamus Heaney, Ted Hughes and Thom Gunn. Certainly,
academic sales—in schools, colleges and higher education—keeps these writers
in the public eye, and, largely because of this success, one of them has been
crowned Poet Laureate (a delightfully antiquated office). But such poets are
enjoyed to a far lesser degree than more ‘popular’ writers of sentimental ‘verse’
(like Patience Strong and Helen Steiner Rice); than Pam Ayres, who won a prize
in a TV talent contest (Opportunity Knocks) in the early 1970s and went on to
sell thousands of her book, Some of Me Poetry (1972); than the punk writings
of John Cooper Clark and Jools; than the Black activist poetry of Linton Kwesi
Johnson; and most recently, than the Black street culture narratives of hip-hop
and rap, whose sales—on vinyl, cassette and compact disc, along with video—
run into millions world-wide. Poetry (if one can dare to call it that, and I will)
of highly consumable kinds, written and performed in English, is global. But it
is not, as many examination syllabuses presume, ‘art’. In other words, it cannot
be taken seriously because it is popular. And it has been up to a newly-thriving
discipline like Communication Studies to find reasons and methods for studying
this kind of popular culture.

Poetry that enjoyed considerable popularity in previous eras—like the
medieval ballad, the nursery rhyme, the Victorian parlour poem, and the music-
hall song—has held a conspicuously peripheral place in English Studies. Even
in those fields where myths and legends provide the substance of popular
poetry—notably in Old English and Middle English Studies—the critical
approach to such texts has traditionally been philological, providing
illuminating knowledge about dialect and the history of the language. Popular
poems, ones that reach out and speak for the people, go back to Beowulf and
come right up to date, with an equally appealing rhythmical insistence, in
rap. That is certainly not to say there is an uninterrupted passage from one
distant historical moment to the 1990s. It is, instead, simply to argue that
ruling class prejudice based on an élitist notion of ‘culture’ reigns supreme by
disfavouring popular forms. ‘Narrative verse’, which subsumes many popular
poems, such as those medieval ballads belonging to an oral tradition, marks
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out one of the few areas of traditional literary studies where ‘high’ and ‘low’
art are brought together in a self-conscious manner. Yet what legitimately
constitutes ‘narrative verse’ is unclear. English Studies may be eager to exclude
Pam Ayres, William MacGonagall (the Scottish poet infamous for his
hilariously clumsy handling of metre and rhyme) and even John Betjeman
from the canon of works deemed worthy of serious reflection. But the academic
discipline of English is uncertain about a category that contains popular
writings which also have a claim on ‘great’ literature. What, then, might prove
acceptable to the institution as ‘narrative verse’?

To begin with, there are several key problems with the naming of this far
from coherent category. Not only does literary criticism tend to play down
the narrativity of poetry, it also holds in lesser esteem the notion of ‘verse’.
Poetry has always been more highly regarded than verse. In his Apologie for
Poetrie (15935), Sir Philip Sidney points out that ‘it is not rhyming and versing
that maketh a Poet’; but rather that the distinguished ‘Senate of Poets hath
chosen verse as their fittest raiment’. Verse, therefore, is a medium distinct
from prose, while poetry is the remarkable verbal product poets make which
need not (but usually does) appear in verse. More than 400 years later, verse
has descended from its former Parnassian heights to the commercial level of
the greetings card. In a similarly commercial but much more culturally
respectable manner, verse is now also recognized as the substance of poetry
anthologies. Practically all of the numerous Oxford University Press
anthologies have titles pertaining to different (and ever-mutable) types of
verse—Christian Verse, Light Verse, Victorian Verse, or whatever. Verse is an
appropriate term in this publishing context because it provides a label for
books which represent the ‘popular’ face of academic study in English. Such
anthologies are often bought as gifts for friends and family, and book clubs
buy them up in large quantities for their readers. Here, then, verse has the
status of a type of writing that both academics and non-academics can enjoy
between the same covers. The editors of each anthology are academics—their
expertise is to be respected. The non-academic readership is likely to be
predominantly middle-class with something of a passing interest in the literary
‘heritage’.

These books obviously contain works that would elsewhere be classified
as poetry. This point could not be borne out more clearly than by The Oxford
Book of Narrative Verse, edited by Tona and Peter Opie in 1983. (Its
predecessor, edited by Vere Collins, came out in 1930.) The anthology opens
with Chaucer and concludes with W.H.Auden. A large proportion of its
contents is devoted to the nineteenth century. And most of its inclusions are
‘long’ poems of more than two hundred lines. Again, many of these examples
of narrative verse could be grouped under other headings—epic, ballad and
so on. But all the ‘verses’ here have one thing in common, and that is, very
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plainly, that they tell stories. Their voice is a narrative one that moves
purposefully from the beginning through the middle to the end of the tale,
although deviations in linear sequence can and do occur. The exemplary lesson
to be learned from these not particularly remarkable findings is that story-
telling—explicit narration—is rarely equated with ‘poetry’. Once a poem tells
a story, however, and once it goes into a ‘popular’ anthology from a respectable
university press, it becomes a verse.

The Opies’ editorial responsibility for this anthology should not pass without
notice since it says much about their publisher’s assumptions of what
constitutes ‘narrative verse’. Tona and Peter Opie do not stand in the
mainstream of English Studies. Their highly-regarded scholarship ranges across
other disciplinary fields—such as folk studies, local history, education and
anthropology. This crossing of disciplines occurs because their work is centred
on texts—mostly rhymes and songs—for and by children. The Opies are best
known for their archival work on children’s oral culture (see Opie and Opie,
1967). In the academic world, they are associated with pre-literate forms.
The fact that their names appear on the cover of an OUP anthology brings
‘narrative verse’ into close alignment with writings that may be considered
profoundly unliterary. Words such as ‘undeveloped’, ‘primitive’ and ‘naive’—
often possessing repressively tolerant rather than pejorative connotations
here—form part of a limited vocabulary used by English Studies to cope with
works, even ones written by ‘great’ poets, that can all too easily appear clumsy,
simplistic and, above all, childish. But rather than offer to the literary-minded
non-academic public a book packed with folk-songs, ballads and good old
Victorian favourites like George R.Sims’s ‘Christmas Day in the Workhouse’,
the Opies present ‘narrative verse’ by canonical authors.

Sifting through the contents, something of a pattern begins to emerge. In
the Victorian period, for example, Matthew Arnold’s early poem “The Forsaken
Merman’ (c. 1847-8) sits comfortably next to Robert Browning’s “The Pied
Piper of Hamelin’ (1842). Arnold’s poem is based on a story in the recently
translated tales of Hans Christian Andersen that gained instant popularity
with children. Browning’s poem, which is uncharacteristic of his oeuvre, adopts
a tale recorded in Nathaniel Wanley’s Wonders of the Little World (1678) (a
title held in the poet’s childhood library). Two decades later, Christina Rossetti
published ‘Goblin Market’ (1862), which is also represented here. Her poem
draws on folk narratives and nursery rhymes, using biblical types in the name
of firm Christian instruction, to produce a poem which places a cautionary
tale for children within a framework aimed at an adult readership. Other
poems, either learned in school or written with a children’s audience in mind,
turn up: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s ‘Paul Revere’s Ride’ (1861) and
Lewis Carroll’s “The Hunting of the Snark’ (1876) are prominent examples.
These ‘verses’, it needs to be borne in mind, are the ones a non-academic
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audience is likely to remember these poets by. Here are Arnold, Browning
and Christina Rossetti at their most ‘popular’, and, in many respects, their
most unrepresentative. “The Forsaken Merman’, “The Pied Piper of Hamelin’
and ‘Goblin Market” may well remind many readers of their first encounter
with ‘great’ poetry. The pleasure—often a childish pleasure—of such poems
relates to three overdetermined features that characterize not only the vigour
of much ‘verse’ but also the style of contemporary popular cultural forms like
rock ’n’ roll—namely, repetition, rhythm and rhyme. ‘m a poet/but don’t
know it’ is a well-known joke learnt at an early age that pokes fun at the
perceived pretensions of ‘great’ poetry. But the mutually reinforcing rhythm
and rhyme of this tidy piece of epigrammatic wit are regularly enjoyed in the
kinds of celebratory verses found, for example, in birthday cards and the
classified columns of local newspapers.

Many of the poems selected by the Opies entreat their readers to return to
worlds previously inhabited in childhood—places located in fairy-tale, legend
and ancient history that seem entirely removed from the circumstances in which
the poems are read. Tennyson’s chiming-rhyming and suspensefully lovelorn
story of “The Lady of Shalott’ (1832, revised 1842) appeals to a medieval feudal
order. Likewise, Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s “The White Ship’ (1881) invokes the
voice of the medieval balladeer. In “The White Ship’, the butcher of Rouen tells
the story of how he was the sole survivor of a shipwreck that took the lives of
Prince William (heir to Henri I), the Prince’s half-brother and half-sister, and
several other aristocrats in 1120: ‘By none but me can the tale be told,/The
Butcher of Rouen, poor Berold’ (Il. 1-2). The syntax is noticeably inverted to
foreground the rhymes, and this inversion archaizes the style to evoke an ordinary
man’s speech from a bygone era. The poem uses a largely monosyllabic register
to produce an illusion of naiveté. A butcher, representing the voice of the people,
reports his tragedy in similarly structured couplets that possess an antiquated
but, by virtue of that, permissible clumsiness. Since Berold is a mere mortal,
and not a symbol of divine aristocratic blood, he turns an ordinary man’s phrase,
rather than poeticizing in the tropes of courtly rhetoric. The illusion of archaism
and simplicity is compounded by the use of one device common to many ballads:
paratactic syntax (or parataxis). Not only is the word order inverted, it is situated
in a syntax that mostly organizes its clauses side by side, often through the use
of the conjunction ‘and’: ‘King Henry of England’s realm was he,/And Henry
Duke of Normandy’ (Il. 11-12). (Tennyson’s poem adheres to the same principle.)
Parataxis is often viewed as the ‘simplest’ form of sentence construction since it
puts together catalogues of clauses in a manner that makes any of them appear
interchangeable. Its opposite, hypotactic syntax (or hypotaxis), depends on
structures of main and subordinate clauses that insist on irreversible syntactic
orders. Hypotaxis may be regarded as more ‘complex’, particularly when it
guides the structure of much intellectual writing. Yet such associations between
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types of syntax and relative values of ‘simplicity’ and ‘complexity’ can be
misleading, and contribute to prejudicial distinctions between ‘good’ and ‘bad’
literature.

Antony Easthope’s helpful analysis of a feudal ballad, ‘Three Ravens’, in
his innovative study Poetry as Discourse (1983, pp. 78-95), points out that
parataxis destabilizes the position from which the narrative voice of the poem
is to be understood. In hypotaxis, by contrast, the subject of the main clause
is clearly in place, and so a hierarchy of syntactic relations is subordinated
around that subject. The challenge of parataxis—one might even argue, its
complexity—is that it places its clauses in an arbitrary (because largely
interchangeable) order. For example, the following four lines could to some
extent be reordered without disturbing the meaning of the sentence:

The sails were set, and the oars kept tune
To the double flight of the ship and the moon:

Swifter and swifter the White Ship sped
Till she flew as the spirit flies from the dead.
(1. 74-5)

In one respect, at least, parataxis might be thought of as more ‘open’, even
democratic, than the potentially authoritarian (because hierarchical)
organization of hypotaxis. This inference about ‘democratic’ syntax suggests
that parataxis is not exactly ‘simple’ since its ordering points to issues of
power—the equalizing distribution of meaning between and within clauses.
A final observation relates to the narrative properties of parataxis. If a
catalogue of similarly conjoined clauses can be arbitrarily reordered, it is
worth asking how this type of syntax enables stories to progress, particularly
when relating a sequence of events. In the passage from ‘The White Ship’,
there is only one marker of time (or deictic) present: “Till’. However, the line
beginning with this deictic could be placed at either the start, middle or end of
the excerpt. The point to be made here is an obvious one: the temporal features
of the text do not foreground linear progression even though linear progression
is something we might expect in narrative verse. Rather, the ship itself becomes
anicon of the text’s arbitrary movement where there is no authoritarian voice
articulating a forceful logic—of cause and effect, of singular direction—within
the poem. Indeed, the ship’s movement appears to be independent of the
voice that tells of her journey. The narrator’s power to narrate, therefore, is
put into the background. In conclusion, it might be argued that parataxis,
taken together with the related structures of repetition and choice of
vocabulary, renders this poem accessible to a wider non-academic audience
because it does not summon up the imposing authority of, say, Milton’s ‘Grand
Style’—an impressively hypotactic style.
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Attention to syntactic and linguistic features plays a major part in the
grouping of texts into generic formations. Yet it must not be forgotten that
different genres are used for different aesthetic and political purposes at
different historical moments in relation to broader cultural issues. Dante
Gabriel Rossetti’s medievalism reaches out to a number of radical and
reactionary Victorian claims on the chivalric past—from A.W.Pugin’s
conservative interest in the ‘Gothic Revival’ to William Morris’s Utopian
socialist novel News from Nowbhere (1891). Such claims—which are too
detailed to be dealt with here—were made on behalf of opposing sections of
Victorian culture. To comprehend the balladic invocations of “The White Ship’
still further, by making historical sense of its language and style, connections
must be realized with Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s particular milieu (the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood) and his work as a cultural practitioner in a number
of fields. The conditions in which his work was produced, the verbal and
visual transactions that define his oeuvre, and questions about the late Victorian
readership for his poetry, need to be taken into account. Finally, to add to an
already demanding list of considerations, the reprinting of this poem in an
anthology of narrative verse likewise needs to be assessed since it makes a
statement on behalf of contemporary British culture.

This essay, then, has come round full circle. Yet one question for it remains.
What is the purpose of an essay in the present Encyclopaedia that looks at a
variety of poems, with some shared generic features, through the lens of
‘narrative verse’? The answer needs reiterating. The category of ‘narrative
verse’ serves to focus on kinds of poetry which, because of their presumed
naivety, simplicity and even childishness, would otherwise be removed from
the canon of English literature were it not for the inconvenient fact that poems
regarded as belonging to this type have come from the pens of authors who
have written far more ‘serious’ works. As it stands, this category does not
lead very far, only, in fact, towards the blurred boundaries of those
preconceptions that pigeonhole these poems into a genre, rather than to more
challenging questions about history and culture. One poem, already mentioned,
in the Opies’ collection, that has received a great deal of critical attention
recently, is Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ (see Edmond, 1988, pp. 170-
203). This poem has not been rediscovered for its qualities as an item of
‘narrative verse’. It has instead come to notice because of the recent emergence
of new kinds of feminist knowledge alerting contemporary readers to late
Victorian social issues surrounding femininity: prostitution; anorexia nervosa;
lesbianism and sisterly love; the role of the single woman; and ideologies of
motherhood and childcare. It is misleading when the author of a major study
of genre asserts that the longest poem of the Victorian period, Aurora Leigh,
has received renewed critical interest ‘not because it is a good poem, or a
good poem by a woman, but because it is a long poen’ (Fowler, 1982, p.
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248). Were it not for Cora Kaplan’s 1978 edition from The Women’s Press,
Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s magnum opus, so popular in its own day, would
not be valued as it is now as a triumphant example of mid-Victorian women’s
writing. To the more orthodox critical mind, genre serves as an unbending
evaluative index of literary works—whether they successfully or unsuccessfully
apply themselves to their chosen form. The field is, then, laid open for critics
to pontificate on how to udge’ the work in question. And such ‘judgement’
is still frequently passed off as ‘discrimination’. Barely a genre, problematically
popular, familiar among non-academics and children alike, ‘narrative verse’
has only been tolerated as a rag-bag of well-worn favourites that allows poetry
a place where it can be tolerably enjoyable. But now, as drastic changes make
their mark on English Studies, there are altogether newer methods for reading
these stories in poetry. Such methods interrelate the poem with other discursive
contexts to set about breaking up so-called ‘discriminations’ between ‘high’
and ‘low’ forms of cultural production.
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WOMEN AND THE POETIC
TRADITION: THE
OPPRESSOR’S LANGUAGE

JAN MONTEFIORE

knowledge of the oppressor
this is the oppressor’s language

yet I need it to talk to you
(Adrienne Rich, The Fact of a Doorframe, 1986 (b) p. 117)

The history of women’s poetry in the English language is long, contentious
and partly obscure. It is also constantly changing, thanks partly to the efforts
of editors and publishers who have made and are making much previously
unknown material widely available, and to feminist scholars’ increasingly
wide and detailed examination of women poets and their relation both to one
another and to the poetic culture of their day. This enlarging and clarifying of
the map of women’s poetry is one of the major achievements of academic
feminism. The new discoveries and rediscoveries, some very recent indeed,
have begun to percolate to a wider readership, but the process is slow; there is
still little general awareness of how many women poets there have been, or
how much and how well they wrote. Although anyone who studies women’s
poetry soon realizes that much of it has been ignored, undervalued or forgotten
by the creators and endorsers of the canon of English Literature, the extent of
the forgotten material, particularly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
has been hard to grasp because it is continually in the process of being revealed.

For example, fifteen years ago the feminist critic Cora Kaplan remarked
on ‘the dearth of good women poets in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
century’ (1975, p. 16); yet in 1984 the publication of Roger Lonsdale’s edition
of The New Oxford Book of Eighteenth-Century Verse, including poems by
women, nearly all of which had been out of print for 200 years, showed that
the real dearth had been of published ‘good women poets’; Lonsdale’s recent
collection, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets (1989) shows this even more
emphatically, and alters the previous all-male picture of eighteenth-century
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verse out of all recognition. Understanding of the traditions of seventeenth-
century women’s poetry is also undergoing revision: the editors of Kissing the
Rod: An Anthology of Seventeenth Century Women’s Verse (Greer et al.,
1988), who like Lonsdale have both unearthed new poets and republished
known ones, insist that their work is not definitive but pioneering and
introductory: ‘We are at the beginning of a long process of literary archaeology’
(p. 31). While the efforts of these editors (and of Cora Kaplan herself, whose
anthology Salt and Bitter and Good: Three Centuries of English and American
Women’s Verse, 1975, remains a classic), is crucially important in introducing
readers to unknown territory, full editions of the resurrected poets are also
needed. Clearly, until this work of editing is really advanced, and readers
have had time to ponder the poems and think through their implications, no
generalizations about pre-1800 women’s poetry can be definitive. This does
not mean, however, that I shall avoid making them, since it is impossible to
understand a subject without defining it; others will, necessarily, dispute and
deconstruct my definitions.

To begin, then, with a rough chronology: the tradition of English women’s
poetry begins, so far as we know, in the late sixteenth century. If there were
ladies at the English court who wrote poems in English comparable to the
innovating lais of Marie de France (c. 1140-1200), or if women composed
any of the traditional songs, lyrics and ballads, these poets are forgotten and
totally anonymous. The example of the Saxon nun Hrotsvita of Gandersheim
(c. 935-72), poet and dramatist, shows that women in religious houses did
produce distinguished poetry, but I do not know of any English poems written
by pre-Reformation nuns. The first verses known to be by women were
produced by highly educated Tudor noblewomen such as Mary Herbert,
Countess of Pembroke (1561-1621), who, together with her brother Philip
Sidney, versified the Psalms. There was a first flowering of women’s poetry in
the seventeenth century, inaugurated by Aemilia Lanier’s brilliant Salve Deus
Rex Iudaeorum (1611). Lanier’s poems combine religious meditation with
courtly elegance; these qualities separate out in her successors, roughly
according to the political-religious divisions of English society in the Civil
War. On the one side there is religious poetry, both personal and discursive,
mainly associated with radical Protestantism: Anne Bradstreet (1613-72),
who emigrated to New England and became one of the first American poets,
is the best known exemplar of this tradition; on the other, there is courtly
verse, often but not always secular, whose best-known practitioners are mostly
associated with the Royalist party: Aphra Behn, Katherine Philips (‘Orinda’),
Anne Killigrew and the unknown ‘Ephelia’.

The following century used to look less interesting than we now know it
was since the publication of Lonsdale’s anthologies. Anne Finch, Countess of
Winchelsea (1661-1720), is an important poet, witty, intelligent, angry and
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sensitive, whose oeuvre includes satire, meditation, and some of the earliest
nature poetry. The Black American poet Phyllis Wheatley (c. 1735-84) is
deservedly well known; so are the early romantics Anna Seward (1742-1809)
and Charlotte Smith (1749-1809); others who look promising are Mary
Leapor, Jean Adams, Anna Barbauld and Anna Plumptre, author of a
denunciatory ‘Ode to Moderation’ (all in Lonsdale, 1984). But women’s poetry
really comes of age in the mid-nineteenth century with the advent of two
crucially important women writers. The first of these, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning (1806-61), a poet of immense ambition, energy and achievement,
celebrated in her lifetime, eclipsed and then rediscovered by feminists in the
1970s, was a strongly enabling influence on the other, Emily Dickinson (1832-
86), the story of whose reputation has been the inverse of Barrett Browning’s:
virtually unknown and unpublished until her death, after which fame and
recognition steadily increased. These are not the only important women poets
in this period: Emily Bronté (1818-48) and Christina Rossetti (1830-94)
produced work of distinction.

In the twentieth century, there are two main identifiable ‘moments’ of
creative energy in women’s poetry (and, as with the history of men’s poems,
the greatest range, ambition and achievement have been shown by American
rather than English poets). In the first third of the century, Gertrude Stein
(1874-1946), Amy Lowell (1874-1925), Marianne Moore (1887-1964) and,
in particular, H.D. (Hilda Doolittle, 1886-1961), all contributed in important
and specifically feminine (or female) ways to the origins and development of
Modernist poetry. Alongside these flourished more traditionally skilled writers
such as Elinor Wylie (1885-1928), Edna St Vincent Millay (1892-1950) and
Louise Bogan (1897-1928). And from the 1970s on, the advent of the women’s
movement and an accompanying growth in women’s consciousness of
themselves, has stimulated the creative energies of a great many women poets,
of whom Adrienne Rich (b. 1929) is the best known. Much feminist poetry
was strongly influenced by the work of Sylvia Plath (1932-63). Though Plath
was not a feminist, her creation of a poetry of domestic or personal, specifically
female experience, transformed by rage and imaginative energy into a poetry
of mocking or agonized intensity, has made her work a model for political
women poets. The past twenty years have also been a fine period for poetry
by Black women; the work of Gwendolyn Brooks (b. 1917) has been joined
by that of Audre Lorde (b. 1934), Michelle Cliff (b. 1948), Grace Nichols (b.
1950) and June Jordan (b. 1936). With the exception of these poets and of
Phyllis Wheatley, the poets mentioned in this brief history are all bourgeois
(or, occasionally, aristocrats), sometimes wealthy, invariably white.

This is, inevitably, a deeply inadequate account of women’s poetry over
400 years. More consciously than most historians, I have distorted by omission,
especially in my summary of twentieth-century poetry, which ignores the poems
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of all English women since Christina Rossetti and leaves unmentioned several
important poets—no Charlotte Mew, no Stevie Smith, no Edith Sitwell, no
Anne Sexton, no Elizabeth Bishop, no Denise Levertov, no Margaret Atwood.
Thave also, as the last name indicates, said nothing about women poets writing
in English in countries other than Britain and the United States. The intention
of this brief chronicle is, simply, to be a sketch map which should enable the
reader to get her bearings on the geography of women’s poetry.

The word ‘tradition’ is itself difficult and contentious in this area. Because
women poets have traditionally been excluded from the canon of English
poetry, it is tempting to imagine them as existing outside tradition, or as
forming a separate poetic tradition of their own: an idea which, as I have
argued elsewhere (Montefiore, 1987, pp. 11-13), owes much to a still
widespread romantic ideology of poetry as transcendence. To read women’s
poems only for their articulation of female experience, and only in relation to
one another, is to disregard that engagement with their cultural and historical
context which produces much of their meaning; and while reading women’s
poems with this narrowly essentialist focus is much better than not reading
them at all, it still makes for tunnel vision. I would argue, conversely, that no
one can write poems without being enabled, however contradictorily, by
knowledge of a tradition, even if their relation to that tradition is marginal
and awkward. To produce even straightforward forms like ballads, and to do
it well, a poet must learn the skill of narrating a story by stanzas (and to leave
gaps in the right places so as not to bore her audience by telling them too
much), the art of metrical competence and, probably, an ear for refrains. All
these things must be learned from the examples which tradition makes
available. Equally, ambitious discursive poems like Aemilia Lanier’s
‘Description of Cookeham’ or Katherine Philips’s metaphysical lyrics imply a
considerable intellectual as well as technical apprenticeship. Really ambitious
poetry cannot be produced unless the poet is highly educated, as well as having
access to that minimum of literacy, leisure, privacy and economic advantage
which, as Virginia Woolf insisted in A Room of One’s Own (1928), are essential
for the production of serious imaginative writing. It was the opening of higher
education to women a hundred years ago that enabled the flowering of
women’s poetry in the twentieth century; and women poets have been almost
exclusively white and middle class because higher education has been available
almost exclusively to the socially and racially privileged. In a class society,
which Britain was and is, few working-class boys and virtually no working-
class girls, however brilliant, get to college, whereas bourgeois women have a
strong chance of a good education. In so far as bourgeois women were allowed
to cultivate their minds—‘to write, or read, or think, or to enquire’, as Anne
Finch wrote in ‘The Introduction’ (in Kaplan, 1975, p. 62)—they participated,
though always marginally and always with a difference, in the poetic
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conventions and the literary rhetoric, not to mention the religious-political
debates of their day. Traditional themes and conventions could be enabling as
well as constraining: and the ‘oppressor’s language’ need not necessarily be
felt as oppressive.

The ambiguous ways in which women poets connect with the traditions which
they have, however problematically, inherited, can best be seen by examining
some women poets in detail. The following lines by Aemilia Lanier, the first
important woman poet of whom we know, shows how the conventions of
Jacobean poetry could be so receptive to feminine transformation as to be, at
first sight, unnoticeable. In “The Description of Cookeham’ (1611), the poet
recalls her patron, Anne Clifford, walking in her garden:

How often did you visite this faire tree,
Which seeming joyfull in receiving thee,
Would like a Palme tree spread his armes abroad,
Desirous that you there should make abode:
Whose faire greene leaves much like a comely vaile,
Defended Phebus when he would assaile:
Whose pleasing boughes did yeeld a coole fresh ayre,
Joying his happinesse when you were there.
Where beeing seated, you might plainely see,
Hills, vales, and woods, as if on bended knee
They had appeard, your honour to salute,
Or to preferre some strange unlook’d for sute:
All interlac’d with brookes and christall springs,
A Prospect fit to please the eyes of Kings:
And thirteene shires appear’d all in your sight,
Europe could not affoard much more delight.
(in Greer et al., 1988, p. 47)

This evocation of a natural landscape instinct with female presence can be read
as a Utopian vision of a woman-centred paradise, comparable to Christina
Rossetti’s much later visionary forest, “Where every mother-bird brought up its
brood/Safe in some leafy niche/Of oak or ash, of cypress or of beech’ (‘An Old-
World Thicket’, in Kaplan, 1975, p. 139). But Lanier’s poem is not, any more
than Rossetti’s, a straightforward feminist idyll. In her exploitation of such
familiar hyperbolic tropes as hills that abase themselves before a powerful
presence, and in the representations of personified Nature that dominate the
poem, she is using the Elizabethan conventions of deferential poetry addressed
to noble patrons, and more particularly the tradition of courtly celebration of
aristocratic ladies, most notably of course Queen Elizabeth herself. (Lanier’s
magnum opus Salve Deus Rex Iudaeorum significantly begins with an invocation
of the dead Elizabeth as ‘Cynthia’, the name by which both Ralegh and Jonson
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had deified her.) Her celebration of her patron’s home as an earthly paradise
parallels Jonson’s “To Penshurst’ (which her poem may have anticipated), and
her use of the pathetic fallacy resembles the Mutability Cantos of The Faerie
Queene. The poet’s skill and confidence efface any tension between her feminism
and her deference to the aristocracy, so that her poem is at once a site of female
meanings associated with nurturing and maternity (the feminized fertile
landscape, the semi-divine presence of the Countess, the tree which shelters
from an oppressively masculine sun), and an exploitation of rhetoric and topoi
developed by male poets to flatter powerful women, the connecting link being
the myth of female divinity (see Greer et al., 1988, pp. 51-2).

It is notable in this poem, as in all of Aemilia Lanier’s work, that the poet
represents herself as a woman, addressing the mind of another woman, with
no sense at all that her femininity constitutes any poetic disadvantage. This is
even more apparent in her long poem Salve Deus Rex Iudaeorum, a feminist
retelling of the crucifixion of Christ which explicitly argues that power and
cruelty are the prerogatives of men:

First went the Crier with open mouth proclayming
The heavy sentence of Iniquitie,
The Hangman next, by his base office clayming
His right in Hell, where sinners never die,
Carrying the nayles, the people still blaspheming
Their maker, using all impiety;
The Thieves attending him on either side,
The Serjeants watching, while the women cri’d.
(in Rowse, 1978, p. 109)

It is astonishing to find the poet using the techniques of stanzaic narration
developed by Spenser, not simply to transform the gospel account of the journey
to Golgotha into the Jacobean ritual of public execution, but to parallel Christ’s
innocence and powerlessness with that of the women who witness and protest
against this legal slaughter—as, the poet implies, they still do.

Aemilia Lanier’s apparently effortless control and transformation of poetic
conventions is matched, though never again with such feminist confidence
and anger, in the work of some of her seventeenth-century successors,
particularly in the courtly tradition. Aphra Behn’s profane and erotic poems
show a similar ease with their lyric-narrative conventions, while Katherine
Philips exploits the courtly tradition of celebrating the beauty and virtue of
ladies, as for example in her poem “To the Excellent Mrs A.O.’ (1664):

Her mind is so entirely bright,

The splendour would but wound our sight,
And must to some disguise submit,

Or we could never worship it.
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And we by this relation are allow’d
Lustre enough to be Lucasia’s cloud.
(in Greer et al., 1988, p. 192)

But for many, indeed for most other women poets of the seventeenth century,
the traditions in which they write are much more problematic: the prevalent
‘assumptions about what poetry was, and who wrote it, denied women access
to powerful language. The Protestant Anne Bradstreet wrote in 1650, famously,
‘T am obnoxious to each carping tongue/That says, my hand a needle better
fits’ (in Kaplan, 1975, p. 29), and Anne Finch is roused to bitter and still
pertinent eloquence on the same theme in “The Introduction’ (1714):

Alas! a woman that attempts the pen,
Such an intruder on the rights of men,
Such a presumptuous Creature, is esteem’d,
The fault, can by no vertue be redeem’d.
They tell us, we mistake our sex and way;
Good breeding, fassion, dancing, dressing, play
Are the accomplishments we shou’d desire;
To write, or read, or think, or to enquire
Wou’d cloud our beauty, and exaust our time,
And interrupt the Conquests of our prime;
Whilst the dull mannage, of a servile house
Is held by some, our utmost art, and use.

(in Kaplan, 1975, p. 62)

Fine poet though Anne Finch is, it is evidently not possible for her to define
herself as great in the way that Elizabeth Barrett Browning or Emily Dickinson
were to do in the nineteenth century—or, nearer our own time, H.D. and Gertrude
Stein. Her combativeness becomes defensive hesitancy in the work of many of
her successors, none of whom show anything like Lanier’s bold appropriation of
biblical material and courtly poetic convention to her own ends.

The main obstacle to female poetic achievement in the eighteenth century is,
I would suggest, the hypnotizing authority of the canon of classical literature,
which by the eighteenth century had become unquestionable. The epics of Virgil
and Homer, the odes and satires of Horace, had for educated men the authority
both of acknowledged greatness and of familiarity: they constituted the accepted
models of what poetry ought to be, and what a gentleman ought to know.
Education in English (and European) schools and universities meant studying
the canonical classical texts and becoming sufficiently fluent in Latin and Greek
to imitate them. Milton’s Paradise Lost, which takes its narrative structure and
its style from Virgil’s Aeneid and beyond that from the Iliad and the Odyssey, is
the obvious instance of the great poem which itself becomes canonical, modelled
on the classical epic; but all the major male poets from 1600 on go to classical
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originals for discursive, satiric, or (of course) pastoral poetry; thus, Donne’s
Elegies look back to Ovid, and his Satires, like Marvell’s, to Roman origins. By
the eighteenth century, literary culture becomes even more relentlessly
neoclassical: in Pope, its greatest poet, classical epic is a constant presence, both
as norm and as subject for parody, and Horace’s satires are nearly as important.

The cultural hegemony of the classical canon was disabling for women, as
for males who were not gentlemen, not only because its forms were or might
be alien to their preoccupations, but because they had little or no opportunity
to know the canonical texts. The male monopoly of the universities where
Homer and Virgil were taught meant that the ‘singing school’ of the
monuments of classical magnificence was closed to them. Even if by luck or
perseverance a woman did become fluent in Latin or Greek, she could never
inherit this culture as by right, in the way that a boy schooled in Virgil and
versifying would do. There was no obvious alternative to the strict Augustan
conventions of poetry; and when one reads eighteenth-century women’s poetry,
it does seem—at least to this reader—that the available poetic forms and
language seriously limited the ways in which it was possible for women to
understand and represent their lives. It is disconcerting, for example, to find
the able poet Mary Leapor in ‘An Essay on Woman’ (1745) representing
different aspects of women’s experience in the form of personified stereotypes
and invocation of conventional wisdom, both clearly drawn from Pope’s
misogynist poem ‘On the Characters of Women’:

Pamphilia’s wit who does not strive to shun,
Like death’s infection or a dog-day’s sun?
The damsels view her with malignant eyes,
The men are vexed to find a nymph so wise:
And wisdom only serves to make her know
The keen sensation of superior woe.

(in Lonsdale, 1984, p. 409)

It is even more startling to find the Black poet Phyllis Wheatley apparently
praising her own captivity in the poem ‘On Being Brought from Africa to
America’ (1773):

"Twas mercy brought me from my pagan land,
Taught my benighted soul to understand
That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:
Once I redemption neither sought nor knew.
Some view our sable race with scornful eye:
‘Their colour is a diabolic dye.’
Remember, Christians, negroes black as Cain
May be refined and join th’ angelic train.

(in Lonsdale, 1984, p. 616)
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The difficulties of reading this poem—is it as pious as it looks, or is it bitterly
ironic’—come from the gap between the poet’s experience of slavery and
deracination, and her orthodox Augustan rhetoric and Christian theology which
can only articulate these as ‘mercy’. Even if we give the poem an orthodox
reading, it would be quite wrong to assume that Phyllis Wheatley is simply
assenting to the tenets of the slave trade: for a black, ex-slave woman living in
a society of white slave-owners to write and publish poems at all was an act of
extraordinary courage, clarity and self-assertion. Her rejection of prejudice
against ‘our sable race’ and her use of the imperative to admonish her presumably
white readers—‘Remember, Christians’—indicate her independent
consciousness; and yet phrases like ‘my benighted soul’ and ‘negroes black as
Cain’ also reproduce the racist associations of Africa and black skins with biblical
curses which Her argument disputes. But conversely, the line ‘Once I redemption
neither sought nor knew’ has a potential double meaning, evoking her African
childhood as a time when she did not need to be ‘bought back’ (the original
meaning of ‘redeem’) because she had not been sold into slavery. [ am not sure
whether the poet intended this subversion of Christian orthodoxy, but certainly
the crisp clarity of her verse throws its key words ‘mercy’ and ‘redemption’ into
vivid relief, illuminating their ambiguity and duplicity. The poem can be read as
an example and as a parody of ‘the oppressor’s language’.

All the women poets I have so far discussed attempted, with varying degrees
of success, to appropriate highly formalized conventions of poetry to articulate
their own concerns and experiences. The practice and theory of romantic
poets, and particularly their insistence on the importance of poetry not as a
learned skill but as a communicated act of perception, made possible a different
relationship between women and poetic tradition in which some women could
and did define poetry on their own terms. The classic definition of romantic
tenets is Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to the 18035 edition of the Lyrical Ballads, in
which the poet, opposing Augustan notions of poetry as a matter of knowledge,
skill and brilliant execution, emphasizes instead the poet’s power of feeling,
his gift for communication, his perceptions, the universality of poetry and its
close connection to ‘the language really spoken by men’; the poet is ‘an upholder
and preserver, carrying everywhere with him relationship and love’ (ed. Roper,
1964, pp. 29, 35).

What is radical about this conception of the poet as transcendent subject is
that its valorization of poetry is not tied to narrow forms of educational
privilege. It is significant that the romantics were attacked by conservative
contemporaries for the simplicity of their language and their belief that the
words of ‘ploughmen and market-wenches’ without ‘just taste and refined
sentiments’ (Jeffrey, 1802, quoted by Roper, 1964, pp. 410-11) could be the
material of great poetry. Wordsworth’s Poet, then, is something other than a
classically educated gentleman.
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I do not of course mean that because the romantic myth of the poet as a
transcendent consciousness is inspiring and potentially democratic, it must
therefore be universally valid. Deconstructive critics such as Catherine Belsey
have shown how dependent this concept is on the bourgeois fantasy of the
undivided, autonomous self (Belsey, 1980, p. 7); other feminist critics have
pointed out how the definition of the poet as a ‘man speaking to men’ excludes
women from this privileged domain (see Kaplan, 1986, p. 85; Montefiore,
1987, p. 10); and Margaret Homans has argued in her influential book Women
Weriters and Poetic Identity (1979) that Wordsworthian poetry, being structured
on the model—or fantasy—of a masculine mind contemplating a maternal
Nature, actually inhibited women by leaving them no space to define their
own identities. Yet there is strong evidence that the most ambitious women
poets found the idea of romantic transcendence exhilarating and enabling.
For there was no inherent reason why a woman should not become a
transcendent subject; it could even become a way of transcending the limits
of her gender. If imaginative perception was what made a poet, why should
not a woman participate in this faculty? So Emily Dickinson writes:

I reckon—when I count at all—
First—Poets—Then the Sun—

Then Summer—Then the Heaven of God—
And then—the List is done—

But, looking back—the First so seems
To Comprehend the Whole—
The Others look a needless Show—
So I write—Poets—All—
(ed. Johnston, 1970, p. 277)

Dickinson’s declaration of the poet’s transcendence is even more absolute
than Wordsworth’s, though it is shot through, characteristically, with sceptical
irony: divinity, the poem concludes, exists only in the poet’s imagination.
Dickinson’s pioneering predecessor, Elizabeth Barren Browning, was even more
deeply engaged with the concept—or myth—of romantic transcendence,
because it enabled her to define herself as a major poet, in terms of a
consciousness that was independent of her woman’s body. This is particularly
evident in her long poem Aurora Leigh (1856), in which both the nature of
poetry and women’s relation to it are hotly debated issues. The heroine Aurora
defines poetry in terms of a Shelleyan Romanticism: it is, she insists, the key
link between material and spiritual realities. Against the arguments of her
cousin Romney, who thinks that poetry is unimportant compared to social
reform and that as Aurora is only a woman her poems are bound to be second-
rate anyhow, she defends the primacy of the creative imagination and her
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own vocation as a poet, one of ‘the only truth-tellers now left to God,/The
only speakers of essential truth’ (ed. Kaplan, 1978, p. 65).

But appropriating Romanticism is not easy, and cannot be accomplished by
a simple act of will. The contradiction between Aurora’s femininity and her
ambition is spelled out in an extraordinarily powerful passage about her early,
unsuccessful attempts to write the poetry of which she knows herself capable.
She connects her failure directly with her femininity: her poems are stillborn:

The heart in them was just an embryo’s heart
Which never yet had beat, that it should die;
Just gasps of make-believe galvanic life;
Mere tones, inorganised to any tune.

And yet I felt it in me where it burnt,
Like those hot fire-seeds of creation held
In Jove’s clenched palm before the worlds were sown,—
But I—I was not Juno even! my hand
Was shut in weak convulsion, woman’s ill,
And when I yearned to loose a finger—lo,
The nerve revolted. *Tis the same even now:
This hand may never, haply, open large,
Before the spark is quenched, or the palm charred,
To prove the power not else by the pain.
(ed. Kaplan, 1978, p. 122)

The opposition articulated here between women as bodies, bearers of mortality
on the one hand, and divine masculine creativity on the other, may suggest
that the speaker is entirely trapped in the bind of patriarchy, her investment
in masculine tradition (including, of course, her knowledge of the classical
canon, which is signalled in her mythological allusions) leading her to articulate
a myth of creativity from which her own biology, ‘woman’s ill’, debars her.
Defining herself as one who has failed to achieve even ‘Juno’s’ second-rate
divinity, she has, it would seem, learned to speak the ‘oppressor’s language’
of patriarchal learning only too well, and has lost her own mother tongue.
The poet’s relation to the classical myths through which she articulates her
own relation to language is, however, much more complicated, interesting and
independent than this straightforwardly radical feminist reading of the poem
allows for. Her image of Jove as a sower, scattering the worlds like sparkling
grains from his palm is not to be found in either Hesiod’s or Ovid’s cosmogonies:
as in Augustan usage, ‘Jove’ seems to signify God the creator. There may be a
reference to Plato’s Timaeus; if so, she has altered his story. Plato’s Demiurge is
a sower, but when he is planting souls on the planets, not inventing worlds
(Cornford, 1937, p. 146). The immediate source of the image seems to be a
passage in Browning’s ‘Essay on Shelley’ where the poet’s mind is said to share
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in God’s contemplative powers: ‘Not what man sees, but what God sees—the
Ideas of Plato, seeds of creation lying burningly on the Divine Hand’ (ed. Berkey
et al., 1981, p. 138). But for the woman poet, the ‘hot fire-seeds of creation’
represent not things in their original Platonic essences, but her own powers, the
pent-up energies which burn her from within: the image of all-powerful sight is
transformed into vividly felt physical pain. The hand clenched over its own
hurt, the ‘palm charred’, also alludes to a passage in Charlotte Bronté’s novel
Shirley (1849), itself a powerful narrative of female frustration where women
are ironically exhorted to endurance: ‘Close your fingers firmly upon the gift,
let it sting through your palm’ (Bronté, [1849] 1969, p. 82).

The myth of the poet as divine visionary has been transformed by a
feminized language of bodily experience into a paradoxically powerful image
of powerlessness. And the connection which Barrett Browning suggests here
between ‘power and pain’ has been taken up, more than a hundred years
later, by the feminist poet Adrienne Rich, in the poem Power’ which meditates
on the relationship between heroism, brilliance and hurt. The heroine is here
not a poet but a scientist, Marie Curie:

she must have known she suffered from radiation sickness
her body bombarded for years by the element

she had purified

It seems she denied to the end

the source of the cataracts on her eyes

the cracked and suppurating skin  of her finger-ends

till she could no longer hold a test-tube or a pencil

She died a famous woman denying

her wounds

denying

her wounds came from the same source as her power
(Rich, 1986b, p. 225)

The radiant energies at the heart of creation—Barrett Browning’s ‘hot fire-
seeds’—are brilliantly (so to speak) revised into nuclear power; the burning
within into ‘radiation sickness’ and the ‘charred palm’ into ‘suppurating finger-
ends’: the metaphorical now including the literal. The effect of this intertextual
transformation is not to write the heroine into a Faustian fable of the price of
knowledge, but to question that myth of transcendence which divorces the
visionary mind from the suffering, material body, showing up the extent to
which it rests on denial.

The complex production of intertextual meanings between a poem by an
American profoundly influenced by modernist poetics as well as by feminist
politics, and the novel-epic of her Victorian ancestress, makes it clear that the
tradition of women’s poetry has by now become a reality rather than a
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hypothesis. But the variety and range of women’s poetry in the twentieth
century is such that it is now misleading to speak of anything so narrow and
unitary as a single ‘woman’s tradition’. In the modernist mode, there are the
poems of H.D. which hold their own opacity marvellously up to the light:

and I remembered bell-notes,

Azrael, Gabriel, Raphael,

as when in Venice, one of the campanili
speaks and another answers,

until it seems the whole city (Venice-Venus)
will be covered with gold pollen shaken
from the bell-towers, lilies plundered

with the weight of massive bees...
(H.D., [1945] 1973, p. 78)

English poets, quieter and more straightforwardly formal, have seemed more
determined by canonical tradition. Some, like Stevie Smith (and her feminist
successors Liz Lochhead and U.A.Fanthorpe) have transformed it by feminine
irony; others have developed the formal lyric into a poetry of meditation, as
when Edith Scovell meditates on the way a baby’s illuminated head

seems a field of corn by the wind liquefied

Streaming over the arches of a round hill-side.

Contours and skin make tender the planes of light and shadow
The pale and darker gold of the upland meadow.

Only for a moment your cavernous human brow
Will dwell in the world of sense as naturally as now,
Beautiful with no meaning, but that it commands
Those to love, who hold you in their hands.
(Scovell, 1988, p. 73)

Finally, feminist poetry by now constitutes its own tradition with several
different tributaries, including the work of lesbian-feminist and of Black poets.
Always political and highly-charged, often informal in structure or even close
to prose, feminist poets work to deconstruct the oppressor’s language, not
only with anger, but, like Grace Nichols’s Fat Black Woman in her bubble
bath, with humour:

O how I long to place my foot
on the head of anthropology

to swig my breasts
in the face of history

to scrub my back
with the dogma of theology
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to put my soap
in the slimming industry’s
profitsome spoke

Steatopygous sky
Steatopygous sea
Steatopygous waves
Steatopygous me

(Nichols, 1984, p. 14)
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MEDIEVAL POETRY

DEREK BREWER

The tumult and the shouting die, the corpses keep possession of the slaughter-
field, but indomitable words echo down the centuries in defence of honour,
comrades, country. The places of doom themselves may still be seen—the
river near Maldon in Essex, Roncesvalles in the Pyrenees, the fields by Catterick
in Northumberland—English, French, Celtic, and those of other peoples from
Iceland to Spain, who took part in the struggles of the seventh and later
centuries. We inherit their words in the languages of Europe, summed up by
the greatest poet of the English language in the twentieth century:

We have taken from the defeated
What they had to leave us—a symbol:

A symbol perfected in death.
And all shall be well...

(T.S.Eliot, Little Gidding, 1942)

Then an aristocratic voice arises in the twelfth century from near Poitiers to
sing eleven songs of love strikingly varied from bawdy jest to passionate desire
and religious devotion—that of the ninth Count William of Poitiers, soldier
and lover, the first recorded troubadour. Soon the new sense of self is expressed
in long stories of chivalrous adventure and love, beginning late in the twelfth
century in the north of France with Chrétien de Troyes, unleashing a flood of
ultimately very varied narrative poems. Along with these there burst out
thousands of lyrics expressive of a huge variety of feeling, changing with the
centuries. Then drama itself of very many kinds in verse. In every case music is
not very far away. The early epics were probably chanted to the rhythms of a
simple harp, but in the centuries from the eleventh to fifteenth music developed
with song into an extraordinary richness only recently being discovered.

The accompaniment of music reminds us of the great difference of medieval
poetry from modern. Although, as we shall see, the arts of reading and writing,
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of literacy, developed, the basis of poetry remained oral, whether spoken or
sung. The poet was the voice of the social group who heard him, and by the
exercise of a little imagination we can rejoin him in his world. We might find
ourselves amongst Bishop Aldhelm’s seventh-century English audience,
reluctant to listen to sermons, but very ready to stop to hear him on the
bridge chanting the English stories he was so skilful in composing. We might
be in a smoky Anglo-Saxon hall to hear a nobleman renowned for his ability
to compose stories and songs about past and present heroic deeds; or in the
fields or on ships, to hear work-songs, or in evening groups to hear love-
songs and to dance. Later, in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, in the
colourful, dangerous courts of kings and nobles, we might hear poems of
wonderful elaboration which, though now with a written base, are still read
aloud by such poets as Gottfried, Dante, Froissart or Chaucer.

The presence of the group made the occasions of poetry warm and natural.
The skill of the good story-teller or poet in a community was always valued,
but the poet was not venerated for special moral or intellectual insight. He
(rarely she) was the singer of tales, the spokesman of the tribe, who spoke or
sang the language of the tribe, to be understood by the people. The occasion
was itself part of the poetry. The poet did not have to create a whole context for
his work, or rely on the imagination of the solitary reader poring over cold,
silent print, ignorant of the author. The poet was an ‘insider’, whether the noble
counsellor of earlier times, or the talented courtier, humble minstrel, or the pub
and market-place entertainer of later days. The poet could not be the romantic
‘outsider’, whether his social status was high or low. He had to please an audience.

There were consequences for style and attitude. The spoken word is less
firmly attached to ‘things’, it is less precise, more ‘rhetorical’—that is, lively,
colourful, evocative, extravagant. Oral poetry needs repetition with variation.
It evokes the general wisdom of common experience. It deals with stories that
are known, and characters drawn on large, general lines, recognizable as hero
or villain. We can see this still in Shakespeare, who as a dramatist has to be an
oral poet, though much modem criticism of Shakespeare, as of medieval poetry,
ignores this historical social dimension.

But literacy also has its place, even in earlier poetry—or it would not have
been written down for us to know. The main early source for literacy was
Latin. The great inheritance of classical Latin was preserved by the church,
and those few who went to school read Virgil and Ovid. Latin developed as
the common language of learning and at its best medieval Latin is as vivid
and powerful as classical Latin.

The first recorded medieval poetry and a continuing stream of it throughout
the medieval period was in Latin. Hymns became general in the church from
the fourth century and a huge number of them, naturally of very variable quality,
was produced. The simplicity and power of some have a timeless quality which
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ensures that they are still sung today: ‘Come Holy Spirit’; ‘Jesu, the very thought
of thee’; “The banners of the King go forth’. They are great religious poetry.
Secular Latin poetry, like the religious, is strong and direct. The lyrics are marked
by a vigorous rhythm which echoes down the ages. Secular Latin poetry is
announced by the delightful Pervigilium Veneris (The Vigil of Venus), probably
of the fifth century, which combines a hymn to Venus with a description of
spring and of a festival. It strikes many of the most characteristic notes of
medieval love poetry. The springtime of the year and of life is the time for love.
The stanzas have the refrain ‘Who never loved will love tomorrow; whoever
has loved will love tomorrow’. At the end is a touch of sadness: “The nightingale
sings, we are silent. When will my spring come?’

But vernacular poetry has left a different record. Most of the early songs
are lost, though they must have continued in great variety, whether of battles
long ago, or trivial matters of the day. What remains of early medieval poetry
is mainly the sterner stuff.

For example, the Englishmen of Essex, mostly peasants, were gathered
together under the general leadership of the brave but aged Byrhtnoth, the
alderman, or chief thane, of Essex, on 11 August 991 to resist a Viking raiding
force encamped on an island in the River Blackwater. They exchanged shouts
across the ford, as modern visitors can still. The Vikings said it would not be
a fair battle if they were held back by the ford. The high-hearted Byrhtnoth
allowed them passage and they fought. A coward caused the untrained English
peasants to break and run. Byrhtnoth’s household troop, his loyal warrior
comrades, companions of his feasts, receivers of his gifts, fell with him to a
man. The poem, even in translation, vividly memorializes their heroic last
stand. One of them,

Byrhtwold spoke, he raised his shield,
He was an old companion in arms, he shook his spear,
With great courage he cheered on the men:
‘Courage shall be the keener, heart the braver,
Spirit shall be the greater, as our strength weakens.’
(The Battle of Maldon, ed. Gordon, 1937, 11. 309-13;
translated here by Derek Brewer)

Art here makes of a historical event a potent symbol, always relevant. Our
oldest songs are those of triumph in defeat. The earliest poem recorded in a
Celtic language laments in Welsh the brave death of 300 warriors from
Edinburgh who attacked the English at Catterick around 600. Separate stanzas
commemorate various warriors, as this one:

Hero of the protective shield below his grey forehead,
In movement like a horse,
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He was a tumult on the battle-slope, he was a fire,

His spears were swift, he was radiant,

He was food for ravens, he was benefit to the crow,

And before he was left at the fords

At dew-fall, the eagle of graceful movement.

Besides the wave’s spray near the hillside

The poets of the world judged him to be of manly heart.
(Aneirin, Y Gododdin, trans. 1988, 1l. 268-76)

The primitive but always contemporary fierce emotions of war, its horror,
anguish, glory and pity (there would be no glory nor pity were it not for the
horror and anguish), are expressed in dense imagistic phrases, in no logical
order, repeated like hammer-blows. Time and event are juxtaposed, not sorted
into sequence. Repetition with variation, both of word and scene; pattern not
causality; these are the characteristics of this ancient oral style.

The earliest European vernacular is English (called Old English till the
twelfth century, then Middle English till the end of the fifteenth). Some thirty
thousand lines of Old English poetry survive, including biblical paraphrases,
a heroic account of Satan in Hell whose sublimity is not matched till Milton,
battle pieces, wise sayings, charms, riddles, meditations, laments. We have no
doubt lost many lighter songs and work-songs which were of no interest to
the monks who recorded Old English poetry. What remains is in the so-called
alliterative style, with lines of four main stresses and a variable number of
unstressed syllables in between. The first three stressed syllables are linked by
beginning with the same letter—hence the name. Both stress and alliteration
in a less formal way occur throughout later English poetry, but are peculiarly
well suited to the emphatic oral style.

The outstanding heroic poem Beowulf was probably composed about the
middle of the eighth century. Our only copy was written by monks in a book
that has been at Exeter Cathedral for a thousand years. The book contains a
collection of various verses and such prose as a story telling of the marvels of
Alexander. Beowulf records the deeds of the hero of that name in his battles
against monsters. We hear how men in the joy of the hall listened to, in the
poem, ‘the harp music, the clear song of the poet. He, who knew how to tell
it, spoke of the creation of the world’, from far past, how God made the
beautiful land surrounded by water, the sun, the moon, trees and leaves
(Beowulf, 1. 89-99). Poetry, like the hero, represents humanity struggling
against nature and evil. The maker of such a poem may well have been himself
anobleman. The story itself is traditional: that is to say the events are versions
of a widely diffused story with a recognizable core and shape. The excellence
of the poet lies in his ability to repeat known themes, and vary them by adapting
them to new circumstance.

Beowulf’s valiant deeds in youth are crowned in age when as king he fights
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to defend his people against a marauding dragon and in killing it dies himself.
This is the true heroic end. He is nobly mourned as the bravest and gentlest of
men, the paradoxical praise of the Christian warrior throughout the medieval
world, a lion in battle, a lamb in hall.

Beowulf’s fights are the symbolic core of the poem but they are surrounded
by genuine historic reference to events in the sixth century. A similar seed of
history is found in other heroic poems which spring from a people’s pride and
interest in their past reinforcing their own present confidence and sense of
identity (see Burrow, 1973). The hopeless but indomitable defence of a narrow
place against odds is the archetypal heroic situation. It is not limited in real
life to the medieval period, but the exalted celebration of heroism is peculiarly
characteristic of early medieval literature.

In Old English the heroic strain is blended with a vigorous confident
Christianity in such a poem as The Dream of the Rood, composed perhaps
early in the eighth century, which presents the Crucifixion as a heroic encounter
by Christ the young warrior-hero meeting Death. The Cross in its jewelled
splendour speaks of itself as the unwilling accessory to the devil’s battle with
Christ, who accomplishes his triumph over death through his own death in true
heroic style. The Wanderer and The Seafarer, both probably composed in the
late ninth or early tenth century, are meditative poems each over a hundred
lines long in alliterative metre put into the mouths of noble retainers who have
lost their lord and are now desolate but sustained by Christian hope.

The heroic ethos in its strange but potent mixture with Christian piety and
its equally potent mingling of history and legend appears in French in The
Song of Roland (composed about 1100), the earliest and best of some seventy
French chansons de geste (songs of deeds). A version of it was sung by William
the Conqueror’s bard Taillefer leading the Norman warriors into action against
the English at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. The tiny historical seed of The
Song of Roland was a rearguard cut to pieces at Roncesvalles in the Pyrenees
on 15 August 778. The story developed through oral retelling into one of
magnificent if foolhardy bravery and became a great poem by a great poet,
whose name is unknown. The oldest manuscript dates from the twelfth century.
Another great poem is the Spanish Poema de mio Cid, probably composed in
its present form in the thirteenth century. It tells the story of the champion
called El Cid who is a well-attested historical figure of the eleventh century.
He came to represent in poetry Spanish pride and glory in the centuries-long
struggle against the Moors.

These stern poems of bloodshed, loot, loyalty, treachery, revenge and religion
have roots deep in humanity. They are vainglorious yet noble, secular, but
Christian in conviction, if of a different brand of Christianity from ours. Their
style is as repetitious as the Psalms. Their characters are large, solid, simple.
Good and evil, though composed differently from modern standards, are clearly

227



POETRY

differentiated. The world is stark, harsh, vigorous, tragic, but never
meaningless.

Though these poems are in no way allegorical, and the heroes by no means
entirely without blame (for their warrior-pride is the source both of their
grandeur and their defeat), the heroes may be said to represent the collective
spirit of their society, its archaic unity. That is why they are kings or nobles.
Individual psychology, an interest in personal characterization, are not to be
sought in these grand poems. There is no domesticity, no representation of
the inner life, in these broad sweeps of action and meditation on life and
noble death. Women are rarely seen or heard of. The queen in Beowulf is a
gracious brief presence in hall. The beloved of Roland is mentioned only as
she dies when she hears of Roland’s death. The essence is the traditional
story, known before, a pattern of action indeed, but told allusively, meditatively,
richly, not a speedy sequence of existing events like a boy’s adventure yarn or
a modern thriller. The thrills are profounder; they are echoing reverberations
of great happenings.

This ancient mode was supplemented and supplanted, though the underlying
collective ethos of honour and bravery persisted in European literature until
the mid-twentieth century. Even now it may be found in archaic or oppressed
or deprived societies. But in Europe from the twelfth century new modes of
feeling evolved, centred more on the individual lives of those few who were
freed from grinding daily poverty and toil by religious or social status. A
sense of the self evolved through the relation of the self to another person,
either to a woman or to God; in the religious sense especially to the person of
Jesus. The generating force of this change was a new sense of love, rising out
of sex in the secular world, but raising desire to devotion, and in religion
sublimating sexual desire to a new transcendental passion. Love was personal
as sex could not be. It took on some of the ancient warrior virtues of loyalty
unto death, complete devotion to one’s lord, or one’s lady, self-sacrifice; yet
in so doing it sought a fuller self-fulfilment, a satisfaction deeper than that of
membership of the group, a deeper unity than that of the one with the whole,
in the unity of one with one. So high a desire (which of course found only
intermittent or partial expression in most life and literature) could not but be
often frustrated, which is perhaps why so many of our sweetest songs are
those of saddest thought.

In both religious and secular poetry, but especially the latter, medieval culture
discovered and celebrated the magical potent bitter-sweetness of the glorious
image of the Feminine. Of many influences perhaps the most significant,
paradoxically enough, was that of the great enemy to Europe, the superior
civilization of Arabia. The Arabs, or ‘Moors’, had spread across North Africa
and far into Spain. Arabic influence was profound in the intellectual world of
the early Middle Ages but it also provided an impulse towards the most delicate
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love-poetry. It is probable that the earliest vernacular European love-songs
were written in Arabic and Hebraic scripts in Spain in the eleventh century.
Romantic love (sometimes in the twentieth century called ‘courtly love’) was
perhaps the greatest literary invention of the Middle Ages. Sexual love, rising
above promiscuous sexual lust, is of course found to some extent in many
cultures and historical periods. But it was medieval European literature, with
its mixture of pagan and Christian love, that established it as a major literary
institution. It is usual to see the beginning of this tremendous development in
southern France, with Count William IX (1071-1127), the first known
troubadour. William left only eleven poems, five of which are burlesques and
satires, including some which are very gross, but five are passionate love-songs.
The last is a poem written in the fear of death. An anthology containing only
William’s poems would give a very fair cross-section of the range of typical
moods of medieval poetry. The Provengal tongue became the language of poetry
and some 500 troubadours are recorded, not all of them coming from Provence.
The women addressed in medieval love-songs vary from great ladies to milk-
maids; the poems of frustrated desire (which is perhaps the most constant
troubadour theme) are to some extent offset by those which either exalt the lady
herself, or the joy of love, describing feelings with great delicacy. Others, on the
other hand, indulge in derisive satire or bawdy merriment. One of the most
delightful of William’s poems, so fresh, springlike and gentle, reads in part:

In the sweetness of new spring

the woods grow leafy, little birds

each in their own language, sing,

rehearse new stanzas with new words,

and it is good that man should find

the joy that most enchants his mind...
(Dronke, 1968, p. 115)

Many other poets followed. A Provencal dawn-song from the fourteenth
century or earlier immortalizes the sweet sorrow of parting:

When the nightingale beside his mate
heralds the night and the day,
I lie with my fair beloved
on the flowers
till the watchman on the tower
cries ‘Lovers awaken!’
I see the dawn, the bright day
breaking.
(Dronke, 1968, pp. 173-4)

There are plenty of lesser lyrics of comic, satirical, realistic or ribald nature.
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When technology and science were so weak, there was plenty of crude
intractable physical matter, plenty of pain, cruelty, bitter injustice, to make
life nasty, brutish and short. Painful experience also finds lyrical expression
as in the grimly humorous poem by the devout friar Jacopone da Todi,
complaining about his imprisonment by the Pope:

The prison that’s been given me,

a house below the ground.

A privy drains off into it—

its scent is not of musk.
(Dronke, 1968, p. 215)

Along with the great efflorescence of lyric poetry went a great change and
blossoming of narrative, mostly inspired by the exploration of love and
adventure, where the supreme adventure was love itself.

The remarkable narrative poems in French of Chrétien de Troyes (fI. 1180)
flow so easily on a clear rippling stream of octosyllabics that their mysterious
depths have until recently been missed by critics. Chrétien is the flag-bearer of
romance, which now prevails over the heroic poem. His heroes are not stern,
mature warriors fighting for king and people, but young men who, though
outstandingly brave, are often inexperienced, setting out on their own, leaving
the court in search of love and adventure. They become characters capable of
self-examination and remorse. Their adventures usually end in success and a
happy return to court with their bride. The underlying theme is the maturing of
the individual, undergoing tests, solitude, uncertainty. He leaves home to seek
love, returning to society and the stability of marriage with the loved one.
Symbolic stories, often fantastic in surface content, conveying this deep theme,
of trial, success and integration within society, are astonishingly widespread
within human societies. Society needs such imaginative models, for if we do not
mature and marry and generate successors in a stable society the race will die
out (see Brewer, 1980). Romance therefore is both questing and optimistic and
it is irrelevant to accuse Chrétien of lacking the tragic depths of the earlier
dying heroic world. Chrétien’s world, no less noble, survives.

Chrétien is a self-conscious author whose name we know. He is not only
literate but learned, self-consciously artistic, individualistic. In Chrétien’s
romances there is a greater sense than in the heroic poem of individuality and
even of the inner life of the hero. Moreover, Chrétien can be detached in his
attitudes. He is not indissolubly one of the collective group. He is sometimes
ironical, and perhaps even slightly amused in recording the adventures and
sufferings and extravagant feelings of his young heroes. This may be so even
in his most influential poem, which tells of the extraordinary adventures of
Lancelot, lover of Queen Guinevere, whom he seeks to rescue from an abductor.
Since Lancelot owes allegiance to King Arthur, yet is in love with the king’s
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wife, the story must (as later poets and storytellers saw) end in tragedy, and
perhaps for this reason Chrétien, devoted to themes of survival and success,
left the poem for another to finish.

Many other writers took up the story of Lancelot and King Arthur and
there is a vast corpus of Arthurian literature, though much of it is in prose,
especially in the later period. In verse the great culmination of Arthurian
legend in English is the alliterative poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

The two greatest European Arthurian poems, both German, are the Parzival
by Wolfram von Eschenbach (fI. 1200-1220) and Tristan by Gottfried von
Strassburg (fI. 1210) which was based on an Anglo-Norman poem by Thomas
(fl. 1160-70), now surviving only in fragments. Parzival derives from a poem
by Chrétien. It is a richly developed story of testing, of romantic love leading
to marriage, and of mystical religion culminating in the vision of the Holy
Grail. Gottfried’s Tristan brings the climax of romantic adulterous love to a
pitch of religious ecstasy in the extraordinary passage of the ‘Cave of Love’
which Tristan and Isolde create in the forest, but the story as a whole provides
a classic case-history of love that is irredeemably tragic. The dark and
destructive notes of the lovers’ obsessive passion ring down the ages as far as
Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde.

Gottfried, however, is no Wagner. He tells his story not only with deep
feeling but with Chaucerian wit, irony and self-consciousness. He has an
amazing genius for combining the sensual, the ribald and the spiritual. Other
more delicate and domestic but often equally tragic stories of love are found
in the exquisite French Lais of Marie de France whose brief, poignant poems
of usually (though not always) frustrated love have, like Chrétien’s, a rich
symbolism beneath their apparently simple surfaces. Unusually for medieval
literature they are told from a woman’s point of view.

Such romances as these and hundreds more in many European languages,
full of varied adventure, love and religion, develop the self-awareness of
European culture in parallel with an increasing self-awareness in the religious
life. Perhaps because of their interest in love and in the feminine which they
share with so many lyrics they develop some feeling for other people, a sense
of sympathy, despite a continuing wildness of adventure. They are idealistic
and emotionally expressive. We share the hero’s and heroine’s desperate sorrow
in love and can appreciate their joy in its fulfilment. Though many of the
adventures are fantastic there is a kind of decorative realism which enhances
our sense of the richness and glamour of life. These romances are primarily
courtly, especially in origin, but they are in essence folk-tales of the chivalric
ethic, and their themes are common to all human nature. They soon spread
down the social scale. It is characteristic of traditional literature that the stories
themselves should be retold with greater or less effect, according to the ability
of the teller. In the later Middle Ages, continuing to Shakespeare’s time, they
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had an enormous vogue, and Elizabethan writers, including Shakespeare, were
deeply influenced by medieval romance, even when retold at tedious length in
prose. Such was the power of the essential story and theme. Eventually, after
the seventeenth century, they descended into the chapbooks of the semiliterate.
Yet their themes may still be found to underlie many a nineteenth-and
twentieth-century novel.

The courtly romances which idealized love had, particularly in France and
Germany, a complementary side. This was composed of bawdy folkloric tales
in verse, equally fantastic and courtly, but set in realistic, everyday village
settings and written in a much plainer style. The subject of these short poems,
usually called fabliaux, is lust, not love. The comically ingenious plots are of
seductions, tricks, beatings. The heroes (if that is the right word for the leading
male agents) are often young clerics, and the victims tend to be rich bourgeois
husbands, their luscious wives, and lecherous or lazy parish priests. The settings
are the domestic interiors of the moderately well-to-do in towns or villages
far from the forest of romance. The plots of these fabliaux are international
comic tales, repeated in most languages and centuries of the medieval period,
in origin courtly, but popular no doubt with all classes. There is however only
one in English, apart from Chaucer’s adaptations in The Canterbury Tales.

The juxtaposed pair, romance and fabliau, accompanied by an ever-
widening range of lyric, and a huge amount of utilitarian versifying on all
kinds of improbable subjects, signals our emergence into the Gothic period of
high medieval literary culture, the later thirteenth and the fourteenth centuries,
bright with new light. As with the Gothic art with which it may be compared,
pattern is valued, not perspective. Time and space begin to emerge from the
less differentiated world of epic to become significant in the conduct of the
story, though still far from the controlled naturalism of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. Fantasy is told with realistic detail. The grotesque goes
along with the delicately beautiful.

There is also an increased bookishness. Versions of biblical stories had
always necessarily depended on the Bible. Now a wider range of reading
sustains long learned poems in Latin which make a piquant Gothic contrast
with other more popular material, such as the beast-fables used to devastating
satirical effect in Nigel Longchamp’s Latin Mirror of Fools (Speculum
Stultorum) written about 1180. This pillories monks in the shape of Brunellus
the Ass. Another example is the Ysengrimus, written about 1150, pseudo-
epic of the battles between the fox and the wolf, again satirizing clerics. Both
these works had widespread popularity.

Wider and deeper book-learning also encouraged the growth of allegorical
writing, which used personifications of abstract qualities or of general concepts
to make some exposition or argument. The most influential example was the
Complaint of Nature (De Planctu Naturae) (about 1170) of Alan of Lille,
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partly in prose, partly in elaborate verse. The author represents Nature as a
lovely woman, with a beautiful but torn dress, complaining about the
perversions of mankind. With such works we are in the realm of moral and
philosophical argument, for which poetry was still appropriate. There is no
lack of passion in the polemic of learned men. The influence of literacy reveals
itself in closer argument, more originality, wider vocabulary, more technical
subject-matter, a more specialized audience, a more logical, specific point of
view.

The laity too had a hunger and thirst after literacy in the vernacular and
this was most strikingly supplied by the most popular poem of the later Middle
Ages, also allegorical, the French The Romance of the Rose (Le Roman de la
Rose), written in the thirteenth century in octosyllabic verse by two authors.
The first, William of Lorris (c. 1237), failed to complete his charming courtly
allegory about love in just over 4,000 lines, and the second, John of Meung,
massively completed it in 1275 in almost 18,000 lines more.

The first part of The Romance of the Rose presents the author as wandering
in a charming riverside landscape in May. This is the time of youth. He enters
the garden of Idleness in which such beautiful persons as courtly Mirth and
Joy are dancing. In the figure of a beautiful rose which he wishes to pluck is
represented his falling in love. Various ‘people’ argue, encourage, threaten
him.

Reason, represented as a beautiful woman, and the God of Love, represented
as a vigorously youthful hunter, urge him in opposite directions, and give a
great deal of advice more or less useful to a young man in love in the thirteenth
century and fascinating for social and historical reasons to us. We have here a
psychological drama represented through the self as hero confronting various
projections of his own mind, as well as real difficulties, such as the girl’s
reluctance, her husband or guardian, etc., in the real world.

John of Meung’s continuation is a hugely varied argument carried on
through personifications and their long speeches, to do with free-will, satire
of clerics, advice on sex, an evocation of a sort of Earthly Paradise of sexual
promiscuity. It is partly feminist, partly anti-feminist, all conducted with great
gusto, including the climax of the allegorical representation of copulation.
Such is the characteristic inclusiveness and mixed nature of medieval Gothic
literature. The poem was reproduced in hundreds of manuscripts, sometimes
sumptuously illuminated, and debate about it continued till the sixteenth
century, to be resumed by twentieth-century scholars. It was the seed-bed of
many another poem, including some of Dante and Chaucer.

Supreme Gothic literary works are Dante’s Divine Comedy, Langland’s
Piers Plowman and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, all structured on the
pilgrimage quest but richly ornate. Dante’s sublime work is the climax of the
quest of romantic love, but also of the quest for knowledge, for goodness, all
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of which find their true home in the love of God. The poet, as so often in later
medieval poetry, is the hero of his story. He tells of his pilgrimage through
Hell and Purgatory, to Heaven, led first by Virgil (representing secular learning),
then by Beatrice, the supreme image of the beloved Feminine, representing
the higher divine inspiration. She leads him to the inexpressible divine source
of all love, that ‘Love that moves the sun and other stars’, as the last line of
Canto 101 of the vast poem calmly and sublimely states. The style of Dante’s
eleven-syllable, three-line stanzas with their interlinked rhyme, the terza rima,
is wonderfully solid, powerfully energetic, rich in comparison, relatively sparse
in metaphor.

Dante’s huge scheme of a systematically organized religious and imaginative
world is real enough within the fiction and not so remote from Dante’s reality
as it is from ours. Even for us, it is a grand symbol for the whole of experience.
In this respect it corresponds to the general medieval view of the world as
being real in itself but also significant of a deeper invisible reality. In a letter
to the Count Can Grande (though its authenticity has been disputed), Dante
asserts that his poem should be interpreted, like the Bible and like the world
itself, on four levels. The literal, or actual; second, the allegorical; third, the
moral (for the moral lessons it teaches); and fourth, the anagogical (or mystical,
relating to heavenly experience). This scheme, whether or not the letter is
authentic, is the scheme which had been developed by scholars for very
sophisticated biblical interpretation. It can perhaps be applied to The Divine
Comedy, but some have argued that it applies to all medieval secular vernacular
literature. This is to impose an impossible uniformity on a huge variety and
cannot be sustained, but it points to the inherently symbolic nature of all
literature. It also reminds us that many medieval poems, too numerous to list
here, directly use allegorical figures.

In English the most complex use of allegory is made by William Langland,
who probably completed the first version of his poem Piers Plowman about
1377. The questing poet, seeking the meaning of life and the way of salvation,
is again the hero of his own poem. He questions the church, presenting it as a
stately lady with a sharp tongue. The problems of fair reward and corruption
are presented in the dubious actions of Lady Meed. The Seven Deadly Sins are
vividly shown. Piers Plowman, after whom the poem which Langland spent his
life writing and re-writing is called, is as much a symbol of the quest as an
allegorical figure. He represents in various ways the productive, dutiful peasant,
the earnest seeker after truth, and Christ himself. He is what the poet himself is
seeking. The poet’s anguished yet robust and sometimes grimly humorous search
for truth, his pity for the poor, his concern for social justice, strike modern
notes without being untrue to that troubled century which saw the Peasant’s
Revolt (1381) when peasants used Piers Plowman himself as a symbol.

Langland wrote in the alliterative metre deriving from Old English but in
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his day mainly associated with the west and north of England, and it reflects
his Englishness and the fluidity of his thought. The poem begins with a sight
of the world from a very specific place, looking east from the Malvern Hills
in Worcestershire. The poet sees a great plain where men work and play. On
one side is a heaven-aspiring tower on a hill and on the other, in a deep dale,
a castle with its dark dungeon. Our active lives are spread between hope and
despair, joy and misery, and ultimately Heaven and Hell. He presents himself
in the poem, as no doubt he often was in real life, as a poor and solitary
wanderer. His encounters with allegorical figures represent his testing of hard
experience against conventional concepts and institutions. He is vividly aware
of the goodness of nature and the wickedness of men. He watches the turmoil
of life. He was not a priest, and he obsessively satirizes the friars, but his
poem is deeply, unsentimentally, devout, laced with Latin quotations from
Bible and liturgy. He is neither a market-place nor a courtly entertainer but a
writer for serious men on serious topics. We feel strongly the power of his
mind turning and twisting vital problems. Poetry is the natural vehicle of his
intellectual, moral and social passion, and the intensity of his concern
encompasses a Gothic variety of perspective and subject-matter.

Literacy is even more evident in Chaucer. In early poems, The Book of the
Duchess (1368) and The Parliament of Fowls (around 1380), he describes
reading himself to sleep. He translated the fifth-century Latin philosophical
work The Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius, and incorporated much of
its themes and even words into the philosophical romances Troilus and Criseyde
and the poem about Palamon and Arcite now known as The Knight’s Tale.
Fourteenth-century European courtly poets aimed to be learned men. Yet
Chaucer also sedulously cultivates an oral style. He does not disdain
entertainment. The result in his case is an ambiguity which he cherished,
partly no doubt because it was in his temperament, but partly because of the
nature of the culture of the Gothic period, where so many conflicting currents
met. Troilus and Criseyde, the first great English poem to be written in the
rhyme-royal stanza, celebrates a noble romantic love, yet it is a tragedy told
with ambiguous subtlety, sympathy and even humour. It has remarkable realism
and character portrayal, but ends with a condemnation of unstable worldly
love which is contrasted with the faithful love of Christ. The Canterbury
Tales (c. 1390), written in a variety of forms, has romance, a saint’s life,
narratives of great fascination about patient and enduring women, along with
bawdy but immensely sophisticated tales not unlike the French fabliaux. All
are among the great poems of the language. The General Prologue to The
Canterbury Tales has the most famous opening to a poem in English, describing
the coming of spring in traditional yet always fresh style. It sums up much
that is so attractive in medieval poetry.

Chaucer is often ironical. Another contrast within the literature of the
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period is provided by his great contemporary who wrote the poems Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight, Patience, Cleanness and probably Pearl (1375-1400).
The poet is very different from Chaucer and no ironist, though he has humour.
He has a creatively mythic imagination both in scenes of chivalric romance,
as in Gawain, in the biblical narratives on which Patience and Cleanness are
based, and in the moving elegy, in the form of a visionary dialogue with his
dead daughter, in Pearl. The brilliance and variety of these poems shows the
medieval tradition at its ripest. He is highly original in his use of traditional
verse forms, mixing the alliterative metre with rhyme. He also (notably in
Pearl) creates the kind of pattern which is constructed by using significant
‘magic’ numbers of lines (e.g. groups of five) which is called ‘numerological’.

This particular feeling for numerological form is very hard for a modern to
appreciate, though since it depends on line-counting it is obviously highly
literate. Some European Latin poets do this, but no other English poets seem
to have used this highly elaborate artistic form till Spenser.

The fourteenth century is the second major phase of European medieval
poetry, the age of romance and intellect. The ideal quality is summed up in
Dante’s exclamation at heavenly bliss:

Pure intellectual light, fulfilled with love,

Love of the true God, filled with all delight,

Transcending sweet delight, all sweets above.
(Paradiso, trans. 1962, XXX, 40-2)

After the grim endurance of the heroic ethic, this is like entering a Gothic
church, all bright windows and aspiring pointed arches, growing out of yet
contrasting with the sturdy crouched rounded vaults, the massive walls, the
ancient mysterious darkness, of the Romanesque. Yet whereas the Romanesque
image of the crucified Christ is calm and even triumphant (as in The Dream
of the Rood) the Gothic Christ, at the heart of the hope of joy, is a tormented,
very human person. Suffering is now more exquisite and more significant.
Suffering, love and joy are intertwined.

The unifying theme is still love, but contrasts abound. Though the great
works may be called Gothic miscellanies they are not unlike a modern
newspaper with their extraordinary mixtures of joy with sorrow; seriousness
with satire and farce; idealizing love with bold bawdry; high aspiring devotion
with gross realism. The forms match this new fullness of variety. Neither
The Canterbury Tales nor the Spanish The Book of True Love by Juan Riz,
Archpriest of Hita, is finished. Their authors seem to have kept working on
them, as Langland kept re-working Piers Plowman all his life. Process is
preferred to product. One must not exaggerate such fluidity. Dante’s works
are finished, as are those of Petrarch and Boccaccio in Italy, Dafydd ap
Gwilym in Wales, and a hundred others. But in fourteenth-century poetry
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there is a sense of movement in both space and time, a more individual self-
consciousness, leading both to deeper religious devotion and sharper
scepticism.

Poetry thus developed process, hence change, variety, contrast, yet still
contained all these elements within a loose unity. Poetry was the highest
form of communication while remaining an important form of entertainment.
Song and story were the basic elements, enjoyed by all classes. Long verse
narratives, short lyrics, even if produced by someone who was a moralizing
monk, were still conditioned by the art of the story-teller, the minstrel. The
spoken word, even when supported and extended by literacy, as in the church
liturgy, was the conditioning medium, with its need for repetition,
generalization, hyperbole, word-play, conventional wisdom; there was still
a communal element in the singular art. Language was primarily for telling
a story, persuading hearers to feel or act, expressing personal feeling, rather
than for describing with precision the physical world of cause and effect.
Ultimate reality was felt to be interpersonal and invisible, rather than the
materialistic solid objectivity, as attractive and as painful as it might be, of
the visible physical world. The great change from this world-view to ours
developed rapidly in the seventeenth century. In his world-view and attitudes
Shakespeare is closer to medieval poetry than modern. Still conditioned by
orality as a playwright must be, our last medieval poet might be thought of
as Shakespeare.
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RENAISSANCE POETRY

ALASTAIR FOWLER

Late Victorian interest in the Renaissance was keen, as for example, Tudor
retrospective styles in architecture and furniture partly reflected. The
enthusiasms of John Addington Symonds, the literary evolutionist, ranged
from Italian Renaissance subjects to Sir Philip Sidney. But, at a time when the
lyric mode dominated, Elizabethan and later song were especially valued,
and Robert Herrick even, if possible, overvalued. For the poet A.C.Swinburne,
Herrick was the ‘the crowning star’, superior even to Shakespeare: ‘as a creative
and inventive singer he surpasses all his rivals in quantity of good work’ (1891,
p. x). Still, contrasting strands of Renaissance poetry were by no means
ignored—as indeed T.S.Eliot quite modestly acknowledges: ‘T have sometimes
been credited with starting the vogue for Donne and other metaphysical
poets... But I did not discover any of these poets. Coleridge, and Browning in
turn, admired Donne.” In particular,

the enthusiastic tributes of Swinburne are by no means without critical merit.
In our own time, John Donne has lacked no publicity: Gosse’s Life and Letters,
in two volumes, appeared in 1899. I remember being introduced to Donne’s
poetry when I was a Freshman at Harvard by Professor Briggs, an ardent admirer;
Grierson’s edition of the Poems, in two volumes, was published in 1912; and it
was Grierson’s Metaphysical Poetry, sent me to review, that gave me my first
occasion to write about Donne.

(Eliot, 1965, pp. 21-2)

Eliot, who had not a specially good ear, depended heavily on the taste of
Swinburne, whose preferences have thus exerted a disguised influence on
modern criticism. The Victorians could be good reader-critics: the sensitive
academic Walter Raleigh and the journalist Edmund Gosse are examples,
now neglected. But, with a few exceptions like William Courthope, W.P.Ker
and the honest, insensitive Oliver Elton, their literary history cannot be called
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impressive. Perhaps the most readable is George Saintsbury, an omnivorous
reader himself, whose Elizabethan Literature (1887) and History of English
Prosody (1906-10) give an internal or subjective account, and are still
interesting and locally valuable.

The attractions of Metaphysical poetry were not obvious to Victorian and
Edwardian readers whose taste had been formed on lyric; so that modernist
critics found themselves obliged to go into more detailed explanations and
recommendations than had ever been customary. But this was congenial enough
to the new school. As modernists, they had an interest in difficult literature, in
the complexities with which compressed language could be loaded. By favouring
the Metaphysicals, Eliot and ER.Leavis, the Cambridge critics and American
New Critics were correcting real neglect; and they produced work of lasting
interest. Eliot’s “The Metaphysical Poets’ and ‘Andrew Marvell’ (Selected Essays,
1932), J.C.Smith’s article ‘On Metaphysical Poetry’ (1934) and William
Empson’s wild, brilliant Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930) have the status of
classics. And George Williamson (1930), followed by Leavis (1936), attempted
with some success to discover a far-reaching tradition—a ‘line of wit'—within
which the Metaphysical school would be established as the basis of the best
subsequent poetry, rather than a mere aberration. What these modernist critics
were attempting—especially, perhaps, T.S.Eliot and ER.Leavis—was to validate
the contemporary poetry of witty compression, by creating for it an antecedent
tradition in seventeenth-century epigram. To do this, they rearranged literary
history, where necessary rewriting it, in effect, to bring out respectable precedents
for obscurity, symbolist imagery and colloquial, low-style diction. And with
this in view, their criticism concentrated on difficult poems, particularly ones
with complex ‘conceits’ or far-fetched comparisons.

Advancement of the Metaphysicals in its turn went to excess. John Donne,
indeed, is almost a great poet, and will surely continue to be read; although
he has probably been focused on too closely (being an amateur poet he invested
too little time in his craft, and does not always repay detailed study). We still
await a great critical treatment that will bring to bear the Oxford English
Texts editions of Donne by Helen Gardner (1957) and others, and the acute
scholarly work of Barbara Lewalski (1973) and, particularly on Neoplatonic
aspects, A.J.Smith (1972). George Herbert continues to attract penetrating
criticism such as Vendler (1975), less and less, however, under the Metaphysical
aegis. Carew, similarly, is interesting as a Jonsonian, or in connection with
the visual arts, rather than as a follower of Donne. Andrew Marvell, a poet
effectually discovered during this century, whose reputation has risen more
dramatically than any other, was indeed at first treated as a Metaphysical (by
Eliot, and later by Leavis and Empson). But much later work, some of it
brilliant—by Leishman (1966), Kermode (1952b), Colie (1970) and others—
has developed a more baroque or Augustan view of Marvell, as a subtle,
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tonal poet, relating his work much more to its social and landscape contexts.
But as for the minor Metaphysicals, they have mostly failed to make a mark,
and are likely to be reconsigned to oblivion.

In any event, the limitations of the notion that seventeenth-century poets
can be divided into Metaphysicals and ‘Sons of Ben’ have for some decades
become steadily clearer. It ignores the Metaphysical element in Jonson’s poetry,
besides the numerous poets who belong to both groupings—as an improved
literary history has pointed out. Douglas Bush’s learned but critically
perfunctory English Literature in the Earlier Seventeenth Century (19435,
revised 1962) gave generous space and treatment to Jonsonian poets like
Herrick, as well as to a third grouping, around Michael Drayton. Drayton’s
influence, it emerges, had a strong revival in the 1630s, and extended, through
its own filiation, to Alexander Pope. American criticism has tended to retain
a more conservative regard for the Renaissance lyricists: even Cleanth Brooks’s
New-Critical The Well Wrought Urn (1949) paired essays on Herrick and on
Donne. As a consequence of these reconsiderations, there has been a return of
interest in the Caroline poets, evidenced in Herrick’s case, for example, by
noteworthy editions (Martin, 1956; Patrick, 1963) and criticism (Deming,
1974; Rollin and Patrick, 1978). But the most striking shift of focus has been
to Jonson himself, as appears not only in the monumental but often laconic
edition by C.H.Herford and Percy and Evelyn M.Simpson (1925-52), and
two discriminating editions by Ian Donaldson (1975 and 1985), but also in
commanding critical work such as Richard S.Peterson’s Imitation and Praise
in the Poetry of Ben Jonson (1981). Peterson has an inward grasp of the
Renaissance rhetoric of praise, and is often able to explain in detail what his
poet has attempted. Again and again he brings to bear the subtexts of Jonson’s
imitations, in such a way as to restore passages to their original brilliance,
and reveal their author as engaged in a process of moral assimilation.

Modernist revision of the poetic canon (by Eliot, Leavis and others) was at
its most controversial in the attempt to demote Milton—for it is not at all the
case that ‘Milton’s dislodgement, in the past decade, after his two centuries of
predominance, was effected with remarkably little fuss’, as Leavis optimistically
put it in Revaluation (1936, p. 7). Ostensibly the ‘dislodgement’ was necessary
because of the insensitive monotony of Milton’s verse, and because his imagery
lacked sensuous richness and ‘organic’ variety; although it seems obvious
now that the true motive had rather more to do with the Miltonic basis of the
established poetic diction that Eliot and Ezra Pound were ambitious to replace
with their own. The belligerent challenge of Leavis’s Revaluation essay, and
of such others as A.J.A.Waldock’s Paradise Lost and its Critics (1947),
naturally provoked defences. C.S.Lewis’s Preface to Paradise Lost (1942)
defended its conventions on their own terms; while Christopher Ricks’s
Milton’s Grand Style (1963) totally outflanked the attack by showing that
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the poem satisfies even Leavis’s criteria. In fact, the ‘fuss’ continued—so much
so as to call for a distinct change of front between T.S.Eliot’s essays of 1935
and 1947 (see Eliot, 1957a and 1957b). A new attack by Empson in Milton’s
God (1961, revised 1965) took this time the substantive ground that the
Christian God was too sadistic for Milton to sustain consistent belief
throughout Paradise Lost. But, again, these alleged inconsistencies were argued
to be only subtler beauties in Alastair Fowler’s edition (1971).

More recently, sceptical reconsideration of Milton has not only pursued
inconsistencies in the Empsonian manner, but dwelt deconstructively on
indeterminacies. Stanley E.Fish had already done much to justify the poem’s
logic to such sceptics in Surprised by Sin (1967). In the event, the productiveness
of the Milton industry (more than 300 journal articles a year, besides
monographs) has made nonsense of the notion of his ‘dislodging’. From this
wealth of criticism it is almost invidious to select. But Barbara Lewalski’s
Milton’s Brief Epic (1966) was decisive in revaluation of Paradise Regained;
C.A.Patrides’s Milton and the Christian Tradition (1966) learnedly supplied
contexts of Reformation thought necessary to a grasp of Milton’s meaning;
and John M.Steadman, in such studies as Milton and the Renaissance Hero
(1967), brought erudition in historical poetics effectively to bear on problems
of interpretation. The plethora of Milton criticism has posed serious problems
for editors. A.W.Verity (Milton: Paradise Lost, 1910) set a high benchmark
for scholarly annotation. The great Columbia Milton (ed. Patterson, 1931-
40) does not include commentary; but the deficiency is partly supplied by
Merritt Y.Hughes (1957); Douglas Bush (1966); and John Carey and Alastair
Fowler (1968, the first complete edition with both explanatory and critical
notes). The Yale-Routledge Milton Variorum Commentary (ed. Hughes, 1970)
succeeds in representing the best of the scholarly output, at least from the
USA; as does W.B.Hunter’s A Milton Encyclopedia (1978-80). On the
biographical side, a solid foundation for much of the above work is offered
by William R.Parker’s excellent Milton: A Biography (1968), a worthy
successor to David Masson’s great Life of Milton (1881-96).

Currently, Milton criticism seems to be developing in two rather different
directions. Some, like Barbara Lewalski, are following the path of genre
criticism, identifying Milton’s local modes with greatly increased precision,
and often managing to show his poetry as even better than had been thought.
Others are boldly exploring philosophical and theological and political
implications. What philosophy of language do Milton’s ambiguities imply?
When exactly does the Fall in Paradise Lost occur? And who is responsible
for it? Did Milton mean this to be problematic? And what about his historical
allusions, which have been neglected for so long? This return to large issues
opens the exciting prospect that just appreciation of this remarkable poet
may at last be achieved.
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Criticism of sixteenth-century poetry has proceeded on similar, if less
spectacular, lines. Here, too, there has been modernist elevation of a colloquial
poet—Wyatt—and here, too, the complementary qualities of very different
poets, such as Surrey, have reasserted their claims. The attempt to dislodge a
great poet, Spenser, provoked a luxuriant efflorescence of Spenser criticism,
from Paul J.Alpers’s The Poetry of “The Faerie Queene’ (1967), concentrating
powerfully on the words and their immediate implications, to James
Nohrnberg’s deep mythographic speculations in The Analogy of “The Faerie
Queene’ (1976). Much of this criticism finds mention in A.C.Hamilton’s fine
Longman edition of The Faerie Queene (1977), or in Thomas P.Roche’s
Penguin edition (1978). The result is to reveal The Faerie Queene as an
altogether more coherent work than it used to seem. Nohrnberg, for example,
brings together widely separate passages, and interprets them in the context
of learnedly adduced mythographic material, in such a way as to establish
complex interconnections at all points. Spenser may not obey modern narrative
logic; but his poem has a highly consistent mytho-logic.

Shakespeare’s poems have naturally challenged much ambitious criticism—
some of it Empsonian or else structuralist, like Roman Jakobson’s exhaustive
inventory of formal patterning in one of the Sonnets (1970). But it is not clear
how many of the possibilities Jakobson conjectures have any relevance to
Shakespeare’s meanings. Perhaps the most valuable fruit of much labour by
critics of Shakespeare’s poems has been in commentaries on the Sonnets,
notably John Kerrigan’s (1986), and in general accounts of the sequence,
such as J.B.Leishman’s (1961) and Stephen Booth’s (1969, 1977). The overall
structure of the Sonnets still eludes analysis, however; partly because they
were originally intended for a small readership. Another reason is that their
collective form is numerological (Fowler, 1970): many critics have an
understandable dislike of this difficult aspect.

There has been some acute criticism of other poets: Hallett Smith’s well-
judged Elizabethan Poetry (1952) and ].W.Lever’s The Elizabethan Love Sonnet
(1956) come to mind; and recently there has been a revival of interest in Sidney’s
poetry. A breakthrough came with Hallett Smith’s perception that Astrophil
was a persona, not to be identified with Sidney himself. That in turn has led to
radical rethinking of Sidney’s larger intention in Astrophil and Stella. Thomas
Roche (1986), Anne Ferry (1983) and others have shown how much satire it
contains of conventional erotic attitudes; and this is complicated by self-parody
and camp exaggeration. Astrophil, in fact, is a negative example. In such ways,
Sidney has become a much more promising subject for criticism. Most of the
strategic work on the sixteenth century, however, has related to Spenser and
Shakespeare, or to the period of transition from medieval to Renaissance.

The phases of sixteenth-century poetry have been much pondered. What
used to be thought of as the ‘Scottish Chaucerians’ are now, in large part
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through the work of John MacQueen (1967), ‘Scottish Renaissance’ poets.
(These have attracted thorough editions: Kinsley’s Dunbar, 1979; Fox’s
Henryson, 1981; and Bawcutt’s Gavin Douglas, 1967.) Critical monographs
illuminating the same period of transition include C.S.Lewis’s The Allegory
of Love (1936), Priscilla Bawcutt’s Gavin Douglas (1976) and A.C.Spearing’s
Medieval to Renaissance in English Poetry (1985). We have at last an informed
revaluation of Skelton, by Arthur Kinney (1987); and there is a fine edition
by John Scattergood (1983). Literary history of the sixteenth century has
long been dominated by C.S.Lewis’s wonderfully readable Oxford History of
English Literature in the Sixteenth Century (1954), which first labelled the
phases (‘drab’ and ‘golden’) that Tudor verse is still often divided into. Attempts
at radical revaluations—such as Yvor Winters’s in the interest of Gascoigne
and Greville—have not had much success. Apart from his dispraise of Wyatt,
most accept the Lewisian canon.

Much of the most interesting Renaissance criticism of the 1950s and 1960s
arose from exchange between inventive critics and corrective scholars. And
the Herbert controversy between Empson (1950) and Rosemond Tuve (1952)
had in addition a strategic outcome for scholarship. Empson was a pioneer of
the sort of criticism concerned with what readers can make a poem mean,
rather than with what its author meant. But in A Reading of George Herbert
(1952)—intellectually superior although stylistically graceless—Tuve restored
Herbert’s “The Sacrifice’ to its liturgical contexts, and demonstrated beyond
question that features Empson had taken as original in Herbert’s poem were
actually ‘implicated in its past’, connected rhetorically, that is, with texts
familiar to every seventeenth-century churchgoer. Her demolition of Empson’s
argument showed decisively how essential it is for a critic of Renaissance
poetry to take account of what is being done rhetorically. Similarly, the aim
of her earlier Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery (1947) had been to
examine how seventeenth-century imagery differed from that of the sixteenth
century, and how far differences supposed due to distinctively metaphysical
qualities were actually attributable to unchanged criteria like decorum of
subject. That book, too, had strategic implications. If imagery was as important
as the modernists claimed, it behoved the critic to know something about
Renaissance rhetoric.

Studies of rhetoric put Renaissance criticism on an altogether firmer footing,
by making it possible to locate more precisely the literary events intended.
With this ultimate objective in view, there have been many technical studies
of rhetoric, as well as editions of Renaissance rhetorics, such as Ethel Seaton’s
of Abraham Fraunce’s The Arcadian Rhetorike (1950). It has proved quite
another matter to make such specialist work conveniently accessible to the
critic of poetry.

Perhaps the most interesting application of rhetoric has been in exploring
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imitatio, the process whereby, through a succession of thefts or borrowings
or translations or rewritings, poetry grows out of previous poetry. In this
direction, one of the most influential books of the century has been Ernst
R.Curtius’s European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (1953). Curtius,
correcting the romantic stress on individual genius, traced some of the topoi
or commonplaces shared by works in the classical tradition; an emphasis not
uncongenial to structuralists eager to dismiss poets from consideration. But
the concreteness of rhetorical studies had almost as great an effect. It is striking
how treatments of indebtedness have matured since Harold Ogden White’s
important Plagiarism and Imitation During the English Renaissance (1935),
from mere identification of sources to a subtle assaying of intertextuality,
most penetrating of all in Thomas Greene’s Light in Troy (1982). It is largely
equipment in rhetoric and language studies that enables Greene to go beyond
deconstructive admiration of indeterminacy to trace the actual aetiological
links with the past that keep old meanings accessible. Other brilliant successes
in the history of imitation include Gordon Braden’s The Classics and English
Renaissance Poetry (1978) and Charles Martindale’s John Milton and the
Transformation of Ancient Epic (1986). Significantly, both of these resume
discussion of poets’ intentions. Perhaps the stress on collective intertextuality
is felt to have gone far enough: after all, much to the poet is due.

Knowledge of rhetoric also quickened studies of genre, challenging them
to new precision in treating intertextualities. Older studies like Dwight
Durling’s worthy Georgic Tradition in English Poetry (1935), although of
lasting value for their data, were outmoded vehicles—powered, in effect, by
the annalistic mule. Even W.W.Greg’s formidable Pastoral Poetry and Pastoral
Drama (1906) seldom tried to make sense of the patterns it traced. Douglas
Bush’s flavoursome Mythology and the Renaissance Tradition (1932) attained
a different plane of intellectual activity, although it tended to ignore differences
in genre between the poems compared. Empson’s Some Versions of Pastoral
(1935) popularized the genre approach, but showed a widening gap between
‘creative’ and scholarly criticism; readers familiar with Thomas
G.Rosenmeyer’s The Green Cabinet (1969), for example, cannot but think
Empson’s book nebulous by comparison, at least in its treatment of pastoral.
There is more instruction in Frank Kermode’s little essay introducing English
Pastoral Poetry (1952a). A critical generation that cut its teeth on rhetoric
has examined generic coding in far greater detail than at any time since the
eighteenth century—and with less readiness to accept old labels.

A suggestive essay in this direction was Rosalie Colie’s Resources of Kind
(1973). Its influence shows clearly, for example, in Barbara Lewalski’s Paradise
Lost and the Rbetoric of Literary Forms (1985) and in Alastair Fowler’s Kinds
of Literature (1982). On the broadest view, one could say that the most
ambitious scholarship of the last century has engaged with questions of genre,
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or taken the form of explicitly generic studies, such as James Hutton’s of the
epigram (1935), and Maren-Sofie Rastvig’s of the retirement poem, in The
Happy Man (1954)

The literary context is not the only one necessary to meaning: a broader
intellectual environment also requires attention. As the most recent domain
of assumptions obviously different from our own, the Renaissance ‘world
picture’ has challenged many studies. Here, ground-breaking works were
Hardin Craig’s The Enchanted Glass (1935), E.M.W.Tillyard’s The
Elizabethan World Picture (1943) and Marjorie H.Nicolson’s The Breaking
of the Circle (1950). Such works, and others more recent, like S.K.Heninger’s
The Cosmographical Glass (1977) and C.A.Patrides’s Premises and Motifs in
Renaissance Thought and Literature (1982), have occasionally been brought
to bear on poetic texts, but not nearly often enough. Yet recovery of older
forms and schemes of thought is essential to any deep understanding of
Renaissance poetry.

Recently, critics of the ‘cultural materialist’ school in this country (Alan
Sinfield, Jonathan Dollimore and others), like the American New Historicists
(Stephen Greenblatt, Louis Montrose and others), have objected that the
Elizabethan world picture was merely a dominant ideology, or machinery of
socio-political legitimation, and never, in any case, a consistent system. The
first objection is ill-founded. Far more than propaganda was involved: poets
of every political persuasion—even a republican like Chapman—used imagery
of the Elizabethan world picture, and thought within its schemes. But the
second objection has exposed a real weakness in Tillyard’s work and that of
his imitators. For the Elizabethan world picture was never continuous. It existed
in many variant forms; and these have yet to be analysed adequately.
Nevertheless, so far as politicizing English literature goes, none of the New
Historicists has had anything like the penetration of the old historicist David
Norbrook. His Poetry and Politics in the English Renaissance (1984), although
locally in need of correction, is in the main informative and just. Useful studies
of patronage, such as J.A. van Dorsten’s Poets, Patrons, and Professors (1962)
on Sidney and the Low Countries, have begun to explore biographical contexts,
important in an age of manuscript circulation, and necessary to any full account
of the politics of poetry.

Work on Renaissance education, notably T.W.Baldwin’s Shakspere’s Small
Latine and Lesse Greeke (1944), has also played a vital part. Among the
fruits of this sustained effort to recover earlier contexts have been several fine
studies in the history of ideas, among them Rosalie Colie’s rambling but
stimulating Paradoxia Epidemica (1966) and James Hutton’s Themes of Peace
in Renaissance Poetry (1984), a work of cosmopolitan erudition. Currently,
one of the most interesting directions of enquiry lies through Renaissance
theories of language.
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In recent decades, Renaissance speech itself has been minutely studied.
Through the work of Eric Dobson, Fausto Cercignani and others, the original
phonetic character of Renaissance poetry is now better understood. Prosodic
analysis has in consequence been put on a firmer basis. Derek Attridge
achieved a definitive treatment of classicizing quantitative verse in his Well-
Weighed Syllables (1974). And the musical interface, a largely neglected
subject, was effectively approached in John Stevens’s Music and Poetry at
the Tudor Court (1961) and Winifred Maynard’s Elizabethan Lyric Poetry
and its Music (1986).

In the 1960s, along a different but not unrelated line of enquiry, study of
Renaissance theories of proportion threw unexpected light on poetic form. It
had long been known that medieval poets practised numerical composition,
whereby numbers of lines or other units were meaningfully organized. But A.
Kent Hieatt (1960) and Alastair Fowler (1964, 1970), working independently,
found patterns of calendrical, symmetrical and other number symbolism in
Renaissance poems also. Such criticism was at first called lunatic; but Hieatt’s
Short Time’s Endless Monument (1960) is now a classic, and numerology as
standard an instrument of scholarly criticism as prosody. It is understood still
by almost as few people; but John MacQueen’s readable introduction,
Numerology (1985), may alter that. Part of the interest of numerical
composition lies in its status as an extra-syntactic bearer of meaning, not
subject to exactly the same indeterminacies as words. Much exploratory work
remains to be done in the field of numerology—especially, perhaps, on shorter
poems. George Herbert’s reputation should be still further enhanced, for
example, when it is appreciated how far he organized his poetry at the minutest
levels of numerology.

By treating a poem’s form as an emblem of its meaning, numerological
criticism is in a sense a special case of criticism that relates poetry to visual
art. Here several strands need to be distinguished, of which the first, both in
time and importance, connects poetry with iconography. From the beginning,
systematic iconographers such as Erwin Panofsky drew examples from
literature; and literary critics were quick to entertain the hope that the new
approach might in turn offer skeleton keys whereby to decode obscure imagery
in poetry. Here again Rosemond Tuve’s work was strategic, not only in A
Reading of George Herbert (1952) but in her more methodical Allegorical
Imagery (1966). Others followed, notably Don Cameron Allen, whose deeply
learned hermeneutic investigations are gathered in such collections as Image
and Meaning (1960) and Mysteriously Meant (1970), and Roland Mushat
Frye, with his invaluable survey Milton’s Imagery and the Visual Arts (1978).
Scholars now perceive that iconography is far from offering a straightforward
dictionary of old meanings; nevertheless, it has become established, like
rhetoric, as a necessary part of the organon.
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A second strand—taken up in Jean H.Hagstrum’s The Sister Arts (1958)—
connects poetry with ecphrastic or descriptive art, focusing particularly on
resemblance or on competition (paragone) between poetry and painting.
Monographs by Farmer (1984), Gilman (1986) and Roston (1987) have shown
how fruitful this line of enquiry can be. After all, it was largely because of the
paragone that iconography came to have special importance in Renaissance
poetry. The third strand, the emblematic, has tended to be a highly specialist
preserve. It was opened up only to be closed off by such tantalizingly erudite
works as Mario Praz’s monumental Studies in Seventeenth-Century Imagery
(1964). Only very recently has the vast emblem literature begun to be brought
to bear in a more accessible way, through such journals as Word and Image
and Emblematica. Yet full appreciation of a poem like Donne’s ‘A Valediction:
Forbidding Mourning’, with its conceit of the compasses, can in a sense only
begin when it has been restored to its context of emblems of constantia and of
divine perfection. This is not merely a matter of attaching abstract labels: the
rhetorical details of such a passage have to be read like the descriptive
enumerations in emblem book epigrams.

Consideration of the connections between poetry and visual art has led
naturally on to problems of periodization—not least, problems of reconciling
the chronologies of the different disciplines. Reconceiving the Scottish
Chaucerians as Scottish Renaissance poets has not made it easier to locate a
pure Renaissance phase. So far as England is concerned, this has proved oddly
elusive. Its Renaissance was certainly later than Scotland’s, and is put by
some critics as late as Spenser. Others (E.M.W.Tillyard, for example) eliminate
it altogether. But at least it has become clear that Surrey’s poetry, formerly
grouped with Wyatt’s, properly belongs not only to a different generation but
to a different stylistic phase. And in recent decades Elizabethan poetic form
has come to be appreciated as akin to mannerist art in its self-conscious
stylishness, its self-references and its bravura. Certain features of mannerist
style are explored in Fowler’s Conceitful Thought (1975) and in James V.
Mirollo’s Mannerism and Renaissance Poetry (1984); but much remains to
be done along this line.

What are the ways forward in criticism of Renaissance poetry? An early
objective should be to reopen the terra now almost incognita of neo-Latin
poetry, where recently only a few intrepid explorers like Leicester Bradner
(1940) and J.W.Binns (1974) have ventured: it goes without saying that
Latin intertextualities are crucial for this period. In the same way, while
French and Italian comparative studies have been given some attention,
Spanish and Dutch contexts have been badly neglected. Neglected genres
include seventeenth-century georgic, where Rastvig’s The Happy Man, Kitty
Secular’s Natural Magic (1965) and Anthony Low’s The Georgic Revolution
(1987) suggest many lines of enquiry; and formal imitation, where the
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publication of Harold F.Brooks and Raman Selden’s long-awaited Oldham
edition (1987) and Keith Walker’s Rochester (1984) provide a timely
stimulus. The transition from Caroline to Augustan poetry needs much more
attention: institutionalized division at 1660 has had a stultifying effect on
the study of mid-century poetry.

Among earlier neglected figures, the one whose poems cry out most urgently
for criticism is surely Michael Drayton, whose originality, variety and even
historical importance still await recognition. Currently, the sixteenth century
is attracting as much attention as the seventeenth: New Historicists, in
particular, find generalization easier in the lesser-known period. But indeed,
this new interest is fortunate, for in the sixteenth century almost everything
remains to be done. A promising point of entry is through the sonnets, which
offer an interesting subject for feminist criticism. Pioneering work by Thomas
Roche (1970, 1974) and others has revolutionized thinking about the sonnet
sequences: it remains to apply the new concept, of the sequence as a didactic
form, to criticism of individual poets, and to larger questions of genre and
individuation. Currently, there are many theoretical analyses of Renaissance
psychology and logic and education, such as Patrick Grant’s Literature and
the Discovery of Method in the English Renaissance (1985). Whether they
will prove to have a useful bearing on criticism of Renaissance poetry remains
to be seen.
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‘AUGUSTAN’ POETRY

A.J.SAMBROOK

In 1660 John Dryden welcomed the restoration of Charles II with a long,
celebratory, heroic-couplet poem, Astraea Redux, where he likens the king to
Augustus, who brought peace home after the agony of civil war and
inaugurated a glorious era of power abroad and flourishing arts at home.
Earlier in the seventeenth century James I had been similarly praised by Ben
Jonson and Cromwell by Edmund Waller. Eighteenth-century poets would
also compare their rulers with Augustus, but they would do so ironically as
often as not. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century references to an ‘Augustan
Age’ of English literature are few and far between. The earliest appears to be
by Francis Atterbury, who in 1690 bestowed that title upon the reign of Charles
11, by virtue of the poets flourishing then; this attribution was contradicted by
Jonathan Swift and David Hume, among others, but was still being made at
the end of the eighteenth century. Oliver Goldsmith’s opinion, published in
1759, that the ‘Augustan’ age of English literature was under William III and
Anne, enjoyed a certain amount of contemporary support too (Erskine-Hill,
1983, pp. 236-63). In the twentieth century, though, ‘Augustan’ has been
applied fairly indiscriminately to the period of literature from 1660 or 1700
to about 1800. The once-powerful critic George Saintsbury gave the term his
authority in The Peace of the Augustans: A Survey of Eighteenth-Century
Literature as a Place of Rest and Refreshment (1915), and, however strange
he may appear as Saintsbury’s bedfellow, the still-powerful critic ER.Leavis
lent it further authority twenty years later. Leavis saw the poetry of what he
called ‘the Augustan Tradition’ as characterized by ‘neatness and prose
propriety’, or, at its best, rising to ‘a strong conventionality’ (Leavis, 1936,
pp. 105-6), though he excepts the varied achievement of Alexander Pope
from his dismissive generalizations. After the Second World War the term
became commonplace in surveys and background books: e. g. John Butt, The
Augustan Age (1950) and A.R.Humphreys, The Augustan World (1954). Two

253



POETRY

more recent commentators, Pat Rogers (1974) and Margaret Doody (1985),
retain ‘Augustan’ as a convenient piece of shorthand which inspires recognition,
but both of them bend their considerable critical energies to countering certain
misconceptions which it evokes in the average reader. These misconceptions,
broadly, are of a literature dominated by ideas of correctness, decorum and
urbanity, and enslaved by rules; they constitute an inadequate account of
Restoration and eighteenth-century poetry, and, for that matter, of Virgil,
Horace, Ovid and their contemporaries. While Rogers partially accepts the
notion of a ‘Peace of the Augustans’, he draws attention to the exuberance
and energy beneath an apparently untroubled surface. Doody more
adventurously displays to the full the stylistic versatility, complexity, richness,
excitement and strangeness of ‘Augustan’ poetry.

Virgil is as great a master for the English so-called Augustans as he was for
Spenser and other Elizabethan poets. Dryden’s most substantial poetical
undertaking was his translation of Virgil, completed in 1697, though it so
happens that his longest original poem, The Hind and the Panther (1687), is a
modern, witty adaptation of the medieval and Spenserian device of beast-allegory
for religious apologetics. Virgil’s Aeneid patriotically celebrates the imperial
destiny of Rome embodied in its hero and in Virgil’s patron Augustus, but the
major English ‘Augustans’ use this poem primarily as a quarry for mock-heroic.
Dryden’s brilliant lampoon MacFlecknoe (1682) rests upon the mischievous
notion that there is a mock-empire of poetical nonsense ruled by a mock Augustus
and his imperial successors; this notion finds its full creative expression in Pope’s
The Dunciad (1728-43), a blackly comic satirical fantasy which has something
of the scale and complexity of an epic. Virgil’s Aeneid also contributes richly to
Pope’s Lilliputian mock-epic The Rape of the Lock (1712-17). There is an
English counterpart to Virgil’s patriotism during the century following Dryden’s
Annus Mirabilis (1667), which is the first attempt by a great English poet to
embody contemporary history in a long, seriously heroic, patriotic poem; our
two national anthems, ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘God Save the King’ appeared in
the 1740s, the first being the climax of a masque commemorating that cynosure
of patriotic feeling in the eighteenth century, Alfred the Great; but Englishmen
did not need Virgil to teach them patriotism. Pope planned to write a serious
patriotic epic in blank verse, which would, in a sense, be a sequel to the Aeneid,
in that its hero was Brutus the legendary founder of Britain, but its British
material, including Druids, acknowledges a distinctively unVirgilian tradition.

Virgil’s Eclogues were much imitated by poets great and small in this period.
Pope’s highly-wrought Pastorals (1709) self-consciously echo Virgil and every
other great pastoralist, for they are intended to summarize and complete the
long tradition of classical and neo-classical pastoral; but as with the Aeneid,
the Eclogues were more productively employed as a resource for parody. The
most creative work of this kind is The Shepherd’s Week (1714), where John
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Gay mocks the notion of an Arcadia in contemporary England, but ventures
beyond parody to convey in vivid comic images his hearty enjoyment of the
goings-on of ordinary rural life.

Virgil’s own greatest celebration of rural life, his Georgics, provided a more
fruitful object of serious imitation. The georgic is at once heroic and mundane;
its recognition of the dignity and importance of the ordinary activities of men
evidently attracted eighteenth-century poets. Its primary subject is rural labour,
sports and pastimes, as in John Philips’s Cyder (1708), Gay’s Rural Sports
(1713-20), James Thomson’s The Seasons (1726-30), William Somerville’s The
Chace (1735) and Christopher Smart’s The Hop-Garden (1752), but it was
adapted to a wide variety of other topics: satirically to urban life in Gay’s
Trivia, or the Art of Walking the Streets of London (1716), philosophically to
the mind in Mark Akenside’s The Pleasures of Imagination and to the body in
John Armstrong’s The Art of Preserving Health (both 1744), patriotically to
the wool trade in John Dyer’s The Fleece (1757) and to seamanship in William
Falconer’s The Shipwreck (1762-9), exotically to West Indian scenes and
products in James Grainger’s The Sugar-Cane (1764). No subject is foreign to
the English georgic; it embraces all moods and it testifies just as much as mock-
epic does to the adventurousness with which ‘Augustan’ poets treated Virgil.

The georgic’s celebratory, half-truthful, half-idyllic view of rural life
reappears in one of the favourite home-grown literary kinds of this period,
the ‘local poem’, of which, according to Samuel Johnson in his Lives of the
English Poets (1779-81), ‘the fundamental subject is some particular
landscape, to be poetically described, with the addition of such embellishments
as may be supplied by historical retrospection, or incidental meditation’ (ed.
Hill, 19085, vol. 1, p. 77). Such works ranged from substantial lyrics, like
Dyer’s Grongar Hill (1726), to poems on the scale of Virgil’s Georgics, like
Richard Jago’s Edge-Hill (1767): a hill was commonly chosen for the subject
of a local poem because, seemingly, it could afford a commanding viewpoint
of scenery, history and moral truth. The greatest poem of this kind is Pope’s
Windsor Forest (1713), which often recalls Virgil as it moves between pastoral
retreat and imperial grandeur.

Alongside the georgic and the local poem there grew up towards the end of
the century a less clearly defined socially-concerned kind of poetry in which,
as John Butt says, ‘the sentiment of place has an important part to play’
(1979, p. 133). Of this kind are Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village (1770),
John Langhorne’s The Country Justice (1774-7), George Crabbe’s The Village
(1783) and William Cowper’s The Task (1784); though the last of these is so
inclusive as to belong, like Thomson’s Seasons, to a genre of its own.

Second only to Virgil in the Augustan pantheon of poets stood Horace.
Both were admired more for their art than their moral integrity because both
flattered Augustus, whereas a common opinion among English poets, not to

255



POETRY

mention historians, in what modern critics call the ‘Augustan’ period was
that the original Augustus was an infamous, cruel and artful tyrant, whose
destruction of the republican constitution marked the beginning of Rome’s
irreversible decline (see Weinbrot, 1978, as qualified by Erskine-Hill, 1983).
The mature Dryden, in the Preface to his translations of Juvenal and Persius
(1693), calls Horace ‘a Court Slave’; Joseph Warton, in his edition of Pope
(1797), condemns both Virgil and Horace as servile court poets; so did many
critics between those two.

Pope asserted his own moral superiority over the flatterers of Augustus in
his ‘Epitaph on one who would not be buried in Westminster Abbey’ (1738):
‘Let Horace blush, and Virgil too.” When he imitated Horace in the most
personal and outspoken of his mature satires and epistles in the 1730s, he
explored the contrast between Horace’s situation as an imperial favourite
and his own as an opponent of the Hanoverian court. The ironies of Pope’s
Epistle to Augustus (1737) comprehend the belief that its addressee, George
II, is similar to the hateful Roman Augustus politically and morally, while
being dissimilar to him in that he is not a patron of the modern Horace (i.e.
Pope), and that Pope is like Horace in his poetic art but unlike him in not
wanting patronage from Augustus. This paradox of Pope’s being artistically
but not politically a modern Horace is stated more clearly in the ‘First Dialogue’
of Pope’s Epistle to the Satires (1738). For all that, Pope zestfully, intimately,
brilliantly and creatively adopts a Horatian manner, with a ceaseless, self-
conscious play of styles and a self-dramatization of virtue and friendship, in
the Horatian Moral Essays and the specific Imitations of Horace published
between 1731 and 1738. Here, and in Pope’s letters, his house and garden at
Twickenham acquire some of the moral and aesthetic value of Horace’s Sabine
farm.

Horace’s descriptions of his farm and Virgil’s apostrophe to the ‘happy
husbandmen’ in the second book of his Georgics were among the most
influential poetic embodiments of rural values, but praise of the countryside
and country folk was an older Roman theme. In Virgil and Horace themselves
there is an implicit nostalgia for pre-Augustan, republican days, when, it was
believed, Rome was a nation of small, hardy, independent, busy, virtuous,
patriotic farmers. These values and this nostalgia are implicit in many of the
English georgics; they retain most vitality in Goldsmith’s Deserted Village
(1770), a political yet personal elegy on a community and a way of life.

Ovid (a victim of Augustus) was admired and imitated by the English
‘Augustans’, though not as much as by the Elizabethans. There are richly
comic Ovidian metamorphoses in Jonathan Swift’s Baucis and Philemon
(1709) and Gay’s Trivia (1716), both of which characteristically display their
period’s witty domestication of the Roman classics and its delight in the
ordinary goings-on of life; but the most famous poem of an Ovidian kind is
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Pope’s heroic epistle Eloisa to Abelard (1717), an exciting, sensational
dramatization of the struggle of virtue and passion.

Among later, post-Augustan, Roman poets Juvenal (another victim of
imperial tyranny) is the most strongly present to the late seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Swift and Pope recapture his sardonic tone in their satires
and Johnson transposes his work into a profoundly elegiac mode in The Vanity
of Human Wishes (1749).

However hostile the general English opinion of Augustus was, poets under
his reign provided significant models upon which many of the best English
writers of the period 1660-1800 played creatively; but Englishmen looked to
other important classical models too. They recognized that the Greeks excelled
the Romans in most fields of intellectual endeavour and that, though the
Roman republican period was rich in models of public virtue, the longer history
of the various Greek states was even richer. Homer was the first epic poet and
Theocritus the originator of pastoral poetry: they were Virgil’s great originals.

From the beginning of the eighteenth century Homer was generally preferred
to Virgil as the more simple, impassioned poet, the man of more natural
genius; from the middle of the century Theocritus was generally preferred to
Virgil, too, for roughly the same reasons. Pope paid lavish tributes to Homer’s
powerful and copious creative imagination; his translation of both the Iliad
and the Odyssey (1715-26) was his own greatest poetic undertaking and was
hailed by Johnson as ‘that poetical wonder...a performance which no age or
nation can pretend to equal’ (ed. Hill, 19085, vol. 3, p. 236); like Dryden’s
Virgil, it was the classic version for the eighteenth century.

Theocritus provided an alternative to what some critics thought was the
excessive refinement of Virgilian pastoral: his earthiness was best caught and
his unforced art most brilliantly recreated in Gay’s The Shepherd’s Week
(1714). When Joseph Warton translated Virgil in 1753 he praised the ‘rural,
romantic wildness of thought” in Theocritus and his ‘pictures of simple
unadorned nature’ (Warton, 1753, vol. 2, p. 68); this conception of Theocritus
gave rise to an eighteenth-century tradition of naturalized pastoral, of which
Wordsworth was the most notable inheritor.

The third highly praised and much imitated Greek poet was Pindar. In the
English Pindaric ode an elaborate but unconstricted verse form, daring
metaphor, and an elevated, rapturous manner were applied typically to lofty
historical and mythological subjects. The possibilities of the form were fully
exploited by the ever-versatile Dryden in two odes to music and funerary
odes on Charles II, Anne Killigrew and Henry Purcell. Ancient Greece was
known as the birthplace of political freedom as well as poetry, so, appropriately,
the free Pindaric form was used by William Collins, in ‘Ode to Liberty’ (1747),
and Thomas Gray, in “The Progress of Poesy’ (1757), to celebrate the migration
of liberty and the arts from Greece to Britain. Later Greek poets, especially
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Callimachus, provided models of simplicity for Akenside’s odes, (secular)
hymns and short blank-verse inscriptions, and for some of Collins’s odes.

Callimachus, not to mention Pindar, Anacreon, Horace and Catullus,
contributed richly to the English lyric, but a native tradition, dating from the
Elizabethan period, was still strong: popular, learned and aristocratic cultures
still met in the song-books and miscellanies, where amorous songs by
Restoration courtiers, such as Sedley and Dorset, and by later wits, such as
Congreve, Prior, Gay and Chesterfield, could be found alongside street-ballads,
folk-songs, songs from plays, sea-shanties, patriotic anthems, and songs for
hunting, harvest-home or maypole-dancing. A distinctive and healthy Scottish
lyrical tradition, drawing much of its strength from common life, found
vigorous expression in the work of Allen Ramsay in the 1720s and Robert
Fergusson in the 1770s; it culminated in the Poems, chiefly in the Scottish
Dialect (1786) of Robert Burns. The greatest, most original, and most popular
achievement of lyrical art in the eighteenth century, though, was the invention
and development of the church and chapel hymn in the hands of Isaac Watts,
Charles Wesley, John Newton, William Cowper and a host of others. These
enduring hymns still testify that the so-called Augustan period was rich in
Christian poetry: so does Milton, who overshadows this period more than
any Greek or Roman does.

That there is no successful serious English epic between Paradise Lost (1667)
and William Blake’s Milton (1804-8) would seem to indicate that Milton
was a forbidding presence, but, however cautious poets were about the formal
epic, they were not inhibited by him from justifying the ways of God to man
in ambitious long poems. Milton’s great theme is restated as a reading of the
book of nature in Thomson’s Seasons (1726-30), it is transliterated into a
rationalist argument with satirical overtones in Pope’s Essay on Man (1733—
4), and it is internalized and spiced with thrilling mortuary images in Edward
Young’s overlong Night Thoughts on Life, Death and Immortality (1742-5).
The most enthusiastic great religious poems of the century, Smart’s rhapsodic
Jubilate Agno (written 1759-63) and Song to David (1763), were, however,
inspired by ancient Hebrew biblical poetry, rather than by Milton.

There is a lively re-use of Miltonic materials for unMiltonic ends in such
modern, worldly, witty allegories as Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel (1681)
and The Hind and the Panther, and Pope’s Rape of the Lock and Dunciad.
Absalom and Achitopbel, for instance, appropriates the moral energy of
Milton’s great fable in a Tory argument to justify the ways of Stuart kingship
against its political enemies, who were of Milton’s party. Much as he distilled
the essence of the whole European pastoral tradition into his little Pastorals,
Pope compressed the entire heroic tradition from Homer to Milton into his
dazzling, rococo, amoral, Lilliputian, mock-epic Rape of the Lock, a poem
which, for all its playfulness, ends with claims as high as Milton’s on behalf
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of the visionary power of the poet’s eye. Milton’s heroic similes are literalized
and his Edenic ideas naturalized to the English scene in those blank-verse
georgics, such as Philip’s Cyder, Thomson’s Seasons, Dyer’s Fleece and
Cowper’s Task, which constitute one of the main lines of eighteenth-century
poetry. His L’Allegro and Il Penseroso stimulated Gray, Collins and others to
compose subjective, meditative lyrics concerned with the character of a poet.
Beyond Milton lay Spenser, whose Faerie Queene was more extravagantly
idolized in the eighteenth century than, perhaps, at any time before or after.
Spenser was praised as the romantic master of what Dryden, in the
dedication to his King Arthur (1691), called ‘the fairy way of writing’, where
the poet works entirely out of his own fertile imagination and creates new-
fabled worlds of his own. Dryden’s successors valued rich description, vivid
personification and allegory; they seized upon the romantic, non-didactic
elements in Spenser, and sometimes in Milton too: witness Collins’s
subjective and almost surreal Ode on the Poetical Character (1747), written
in a style and mood that sets it half-way between Il Penseroso and ‘Kubla
Khan’. Others used imitation of ‘the Poet’s poet’ as an opportunity for more
deliberate and coherent self-exploration: the castle in Thomson’s The Castle
of Indolence (1748) represents the poet’s own self-absorbed, amoral, creative
imagination; James Beattie’s The Minstrel (1771-4) traces the growth of a
poet’s mind under the influence of natural objects; the sorrows of childhood
sound through William Shenstone’s affectionately idyllic-parodic The
School-Mistress (1737). Spenser had earlier provided materials for two
expansive, digressive, learned, unromantic satires in octosyllabic couplets:
Samuel Butler’s Hudibras (1663-80) and Matthew Prior’s Alma (1718), but
their parodic style and quizzical interest in the goings-on of ordinary life
make these poems, as they make Gay’s Spenserian burlesque in The
Shepherd’s Week, the very antithesis of ‘the fairy way of writing’.
Shakespeare was extolled in the so-called Augustan period at least as highly
as Milton and Spenser were, but was not so frequent a model for non-dramatic
poets. He was generally revered as the great poet of human nature: so too
was Chaucer, whose admirers and imitators included Prior and Pope, and
especially Dryden, who preferred him even to Ovid as a story-teller and
demonstrated a genuine kinship with him in some spirited versions of
Chaucerian tales in his Fables (1700). Chaucer, who, according to Dryden,
was the father of English poetry, was as ‘classical’ a writer as Spenser and
Milton, in that he consciously attached himself to a literary tradition that
extended unbroken, through the poetry, rhetoric, history and myth of ancient
Rome, back to ancient Greece. This continued to be the mainstream of English
poetry, but in the eighteenth century poets and critics became increasingly
aware of mistier, no-less-ancient northern and western literary traditions,
sometimes associated with Spenserian and other romance, sometimes with
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the simplicity of Celtic tribes, presided over by Druidic poet-priests who
worshipped nature, and sometimes with the scarcely-better-documented
‘Gothic’ liberties enjoyed in the northern heroic age, transplanted to Britain
by the Anglo-Saxons, and ripened under Alfred the Great. (There was, indeed,
something of an Alfredian cult in ‘Augustan’ England, where the West-Saxon
constitutional monarch was idolized as much as the Roman imperial autocrat
was reviled: for instance, Johnson, a Tory not given to cant, referred to ‘Alfred’s
golden reign’ in his Juvenalian satire against modern decadance, London,
1738; the Whig Thomson’s ‘Rule Britannia’ was first sung in the masque
Alfred in 1740.) Sir William Temple’s essay ‘Of Heroic Virtue’ (1692) first
brought Old Icelandic poetry to wide notice; Addison’s praise of the old ballad
of ‘Chevy Chase’ in two Spectator papers (1712) was influential; Allen Ramsay
collected medieval Scots songs and ballads in The Ever-Green (1724); Gray
published his free translations of two Icelandic and two Welsh poems in 1768;
Thomas Warton’s History of English Poetry (1774-81) brought to light a
vast body of medieval verse; but, as Wordsworth and Coleridge testify, the
greatest impact was made by Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English
Poetry (1765), which drew together edited versions of medieval Border ballads,
metrical romances and Elizabethan songs.

Eighteenth-century poets sought to recreate in their own verse ‘medieval’
effects of many different kinds, from the emotional freedom of Pope’s
characteristically daring imaginative projection of a passion-crazed twelfth-
century nun in his Ovidian heroic epistle, Eloisa to Abelard, and the
extravagant sublimity and prophetic afflatus of Gray’s perhaps less convincing
representation of a doomed thirteenth-century Welsh bard in his Pindaric ode
‘The Bard’ (1757), to the simple style, simple emotions and folk superstitions
of David Mallet’s ballad “William and Margaret’ (1723). Imitations by Mallet,
Prior, Goldsmith, Percy and others of medieval ballads are half-way towards
the total impersonation practised by James Macpherson, when, in the 1760s,
he wrote what purported to be translations of ancient Gaelic epics by Ossian,
son of the legendary Fingal, or by Thomas Chatterton, when, between 1768
and 1770, he employed an invented ‘medieval’ language in writing the ‘Rowley’
poems, which he attributed to an imagined fifteenth-century Bristol monk.
‘Gothic’ settings of medieval buildings or ruins in uncultivated landscapes
feature in a wide variety of lyrical poems in which the exterior scene reflects
the perceiver’s melancholy and which generally echo Milton’s I/ Penseroso.
Milton’s Lycidas encouraged interest in the Druids; they are hailed as the
earliest native poets of Albion in Dryden’s “To My Lord Chancellor’ (1662)
and Swift’s “To Mr. Congreve’ (1693), and as the original patriots in Pope’s
unwritten Brutus, Thomson’s Liberty (1735-6), Collins’s and Gray’s odes,
and Cowper’s ‘Boadicea’ (1782); their reputation as nature poets impelled
Collins to call Thomson a druid in his haunting elegiac ode upon that poet
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(1748); their complex image lived on to tease the imaginations of Blake and
Wordsworth.

Behind the efforts of poets to link themselves to medieval English,
Scandinavian or Celtic sources lay the notion that genuine poetry was to be
found only in simple, primitive societies. Similar primitivist notions are implicit
in the conclusion of Goldsmith’s Deserted Village, when poetry itself flees a
luxurious, sophisticated land alongside the dispossessed peasantry, and in the
reference to a ‘mute inglorious Milton” in Gray’s Elegy in a Country Church-
Yard (1751). Such notions also underlie the eighteenth-century cult of the
noble savage abroad and a search among the lower orders at home for simple,
untutored ‘natural’ poets, a search which turned up Stephen Duck the
‘Thresher-Poet’ in 1730, and the more promising figure of Robert Burns the
Ayrshire ploughman in 1786. Finally, primitivism and the cult of simplicity
prompted poetry for, or ostensibly by, children: such verse ranged from the
absurd ‘namby-pamby’ rhymes of Ambrose Philips in the 1720s to Blake’s
Songs of Innocence (1789), which were modelled upon Isaac Watts’s highly
popular Divine Songs for the Use of Children (1715).

The medieval disguises assumed by Gray, Chatterton and others provided
means to explore the character of the poet, but self-characterization is by no
means uncommon in less exotic poetry of the ‘Augustan’ period. Swift, for
instance, offers self-portraits in his birthday poems to Stella and Verses on the
Death of Dr. Swift (1739); Goldsmith’s Deserted Village alternates between
the voices of the solitary man of feeling (rather like Gray in the Elegy) and the
outraged politician. The most fully self-drawn character of the period is that
of Pope, the little hermit of Twickenham and the powerful censor of manners
and morals: his self-portrayal in the Epistle to Arbuthnot (1735), for instance,
takes in the affectionate friend, the loving son and the savage libeller, each
role being intended to authenticate the other.

Pope is Wordsworth’s kind of poet in as much as he is ‘a man speaking to
men’; so were most of his contemporaries. Poetry in the ‘Augustan’ period
was much concerned with the goings-on of the ordinary world, full of real,
tangible objects. Critics may be correct in adducing the Bibles on Belinda’s
dressing-table as symbols of their owner’s moral confusion, but the Bibles
(plural) are undoubtedly heavy, physical, functional objects, their function
being to keep ribbons pressed; they are part of The Rape of the Lock’s real,
everyday world of things, like the amber snuff-box, clouded cane, sword-
knots, chocolate mill and horse-hair fish lines. For all its surreal nightmare,
the townscape of Pope’s Dunciad is as recognizably and distinctively set in
Hogarth’s London as Swift’s ‘Description of a City Shower’ (1709) and Gay’s
Trivia. Disorderly country-town streets are painted with a Dutch, indeed
Hogarthian, realism in Butler’s Hudibras (1663-80).

Verse satire, a more predominant genre in this than in any other period, is
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rooted in contemporary events and the contemporary scene. The political
crisis which is the subject of Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel was continuing
as Dryden wrote the poem; his religious poems were hardly less topical. Later
satirists, from Pope, Swift and Gay to Charles Churchill, Christopher Anstey
and John Wolcot, respond no less immediately to great national events or
passing fashions: always conveying a sense of the variety and vitality of felt
social life.

The georgic is rooted in the ordinary world; it is concerned with the way
things work and how jobs are done; it can embrace all moods and no subject
is foreign to it. Similarly, the local poem takes in everything under the poet’s
mental and corporeal eye. Johnson observed that Gay’s pastorals in The
Shepherd’s Week were ‘read with delight as just representations of rural
manners and occupations’ (ed. Hill, 1905, vol. 2, p. 269), and ‘just
representation’ is the motive for a great mass of agreeable minor verse, some
of the best of which is now readily available in Roger Lonsdale’s New Oxford
Book of Eighteenth-Century Verse (1984). Almost at random one might
instance: poems about games, such as James Dance’s Cricket, an Heroic Poem
(1744) and Samuel Bowden’s evocation of childhood in The Paper-Kite (1733);
poems about occupations, such as Robert Tatersal’s The Bricklayer’s Labours
(1734) and Henry Taylors’s The Country Curate (1737); poems on new
technology, such as the hot-air balloon in Henry James Pye’s Aerophorion
(1787) and steam power in Erasmus Darwin’s The Botanic Garden (1791);
poems on observed human mannerisms, whether those of a servant, as in
Swift’s ‘Petition of Frances Harris’ (1709), or of a monarch, as in Wolcot’s
(Peter Pindar’s) description of George III’s visit to Whitbread’s brewery in
1787 (Lonsdale, 1984, pp. 374=5, 271-3, 278, 297-9, 725-6, 762-3, 9-11,
737-40). Drink and marriage are perhaps the commonest topics. What is the
case with minor poets is even more true of established poets: ‘Nothing is so
common, so bizarre, so “unclean”—or so grand—that it can’t be apprehended
and consumed by the poetic process. Everything that has being, physical, or
mental, is available to the poet’ (Doody, 1985, p. 9). ‘Just representation’ and
daring creative imagination unite to the highest effect in Pope, of whose
Horatian imitations it is said: ‘Under his magisterial wand, like the wrecked
voyagers in The Tempest, lords and rich men, ministers and society-wenches,
kings, courtiers, Quakers, clowns, and good Ralph Allens move through the
paces of an intricate satirical ballet, which combines the features of reality
and dream’ (Mack, 1969, p. 236).

Pope has been regarded by many twentieth-century critics as the prime
example of an English ‘Augustan’ poet. He was the greatest of the many
eighteenth-century poets who drew from and transformed Roman models in
their mock-epics, epistles, georgics, local poems, naturalized pastorals and
rural-retirement verse. He and they admired the poets of Augustan Rome but
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detested Augustus; so it is, at least, paradoxical that they should be saddled
with an epithet drawn from his name. Pope and many of his contemporaries
are, in a sense, ‘classical’ or ‘neo-classical’ poets, by virtue of their admiration
for Roman culture (republican as well as imperial) and their generally more
unreserved admiration for all things Greek. This, however, does not make the
years from 1660 to 1800 or any part of them a specifically ‘classical’ period,
any more than admiration for Virgil makes it an ‘Augustan’ period. A moment’s
reflection ought to remind us that there is quite as much of the Greek and
Roman classics in Spenser, Ben Jonson, Milton, Shelley, Tennyson, Arnold
and Morris, to name but a few, as in any late seventeenth- or eighteenth-
century poet.

Some features of the period, from Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel and
Fables to Macpherson’s impersonation of Ossian and Cowper’s domestication
of Milton, which are more remarkable than ‘classicism’ or ‘Augustanism’
would suggest, include a broad, unprecedented electicism in choice of literary
models, and a creative response to the new, challenging, central presence of
Milton in the tradition. Though ‘Augustan’ might be convenient shorthand,
and is preserved in the title of this chapter for the sake of uniformity with
other chapter titles, we might better avoid prejudgement of the complicated,
varied and eclectic poetry of the period 1660-1800 if we used a neutral term
to name the age: perhaps just calling it ‘1660-1800".
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ROMANTIC POETRY

J H.ALEXANDER

In spite of the radical questioning of almost every aspect of English literature
that has taken place during the last quarter century, the term ‘Romantic poetry’
still denotes very much what it did in the 1960s. It covers most poetry written
between 1789 and 1832. The first of these years saw the beginning of the
French revolution which dominated the period up to Waterloo in 18135, and
also the engraving of Blake’s Songs of Innocence; the second was the year of
the first Reform Bill and also of the death of Sir Walter Scott (born in 1771).
The dates are thus less than wholly arbitrary in demarcating the divisions
between the Romantic period and the Age of Sensibility (or what used to be
called pre-romanticism) on the one hand, and the Victorian period on the
other. Furthermore, in spite of recent questionings of the traditional English
literary canon, ‘Romantic poetry’ still means primarily the work of six great
poets: William Blake (1757-1827), William Wordsworth (1770-1850), Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), Lord Byron (1788-1824), Percy Bysshe Shelley
(1792-1822) and John Keats (1795-1821). Small groups of enthusiasts have
made more or less urgent claims for attention to be paid to George Crabbe
(1754-1832) and John Clare (1793-1864), and to Scott and James Hogg
(1770-18335) as poets as well as novelists, and it is probable that in periods
less poetically rich than the romantic these claims would be readily recognized,
but a glance at the annual bibliographies of recent years makes clear the
overwhelming dominance of the great six. It may be conjectured that this
situation is unlikely to change radically, on the principle enunciated by
C.S.Lewis that we value most highly those authors who make the most
demands of us as readers.

Whatever may be questioned, firmly attested dates seem unassailable. It
will be observed that Wordsworth and Coleridge are of one generation (the
‘first generation romantics’), Byron, Shelley and Keats of the next (the ‘second
generation’), and the change of atmosphere as the reader passes from one to
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the other is generally accepted as fundamental: broadly speaking it involves a
shift from piety (however unorthodox) to scepticism, from the austere north
to the warm south. Blake was of an older generation than Wordsworth and
Coleridge, though he actually outlived Byron, Shelley and Keats and was
writing major poetry several years after Wordsworth and Coleridge had
stopped doing so. He was largely isolated from the other writers (the possibility
of a direct influence on Shelley is one of the great unsolved mysteries of literary
history); but he has come to be treated by later twentieth-century scholars as
a romantic—rather than the outstanding late eighteenth-century eccentric to
be classed along with (if immeasurably above) Thomas Chatterton and James
Macpherson—because of his anticipation of central romantic concerns.

During the first half of the present century romantic poetry endured a
period of comparatively low esteem. Reacting against late Victorian
romanticism in particular, major creative figures such as T.S.Eliot and Ezra
Pound preferred to take as models the metaphysical poetry of the seventeenth
century, or Chinese imagists, valuing ironic objectivity and their conscious
craftsmanship above what they dismissed as romantic expressionism. The
anti-romantic reaction had a strong ethical as well as aesthetic motive,
T.E.Hulme (1924) rejecting the romantics’ ‘spilt religion’ (vague religious
feeling without the recognition of original sin) and Irving Babbitt (1919)
dismissing Rousseauistic primitivism. This general downgrading of the period
was reinforced by the dominant critical schools of the mid-century. In America
the New Critics found that the romantics lacked the qualities of ironic
complexity that they especially valued in poetry, and in Britain ER.Leavis
(1936) mounted a fierce assault on Shelley in particular for his alleged self-
regarding emotionalism and lack of respect for the object. Only Keats, with
his open questioning of the validity of his own enterprise, survived the first
half of the century almost wholly unscathed.

Any official history of dominant critical attitudes always involves a
potentially misleading over-simplication. People did not stop reading the
romantics between 1900 and 1950, and there were outstanding critical
appreciations during this period. Probably the most significant was G.Wilson
Knight’s The Starlit Dome (1941), a remarkable collection of essays
investigating the unique image worlds of the major poets in such a way as to
suggest not only ‘The Wordsworthian Profundity’ of the first essay, but the
psychological and imaginative depth and fascination of Coleridge, Shelley
and Keats (Blake was not yet considered a romantic, and Byron was the subject
of a series of separate studies). Knight taught for a while at the University of
Toronto, where one of his colleagues was Northrop Frye. The English critic’s
delight in imaginative vision may have interacted with the Canadian’s
theological training to constitute one of the impulses behind Frye’s massive
study of Blake, Fearful Symmetry (1947).

266



ROMANTIC POETRY

Frye’s remarkable book is the first in a sequence of immensely detailed,
scholarly and appreciative studies of individual poets: it was followed by
Geoffrey H.Hartman’s Wordsworth’s Poetry 1797-1814 (1964), Robert
F.Gleckner’s Byron and the Ruins of Paradise (1967) and Earl R.Wasserman’s
Shelley: A Critical Reading (1971). The emphases of these three studies are
all slightly different, but they are all concerned, as Wilson Knight had been,
to approach their authors as Yeats had learned to approach Shelley: ‘I only
made my pleasure in Shelley contented pleasure by massing in my imagination
his recurring images. .. till his world had grown solid underfoot and consistent
enough for the soul’s habitation’ (quoted in Frye, 1981, p. 49). By scrupulously
analysing the characteristic images and thought patterns of their chosen authors
these critics show how superficial and careless much New Critical reading
had been. They build up hosts of small details into massively impressive
analyses, so that one feels that the criticism has the measure of its subject.
The same approach has been applied to the thought of the romantic period as
a whole in M.H.Abrams’s The Mirror and the Lamp (1953) and Natural
Supernaturalism (1971).

A term often applied to the six critics discussed in the previous two
paragraphs is ‘apocalyptic’. They all see the romantics as engaging with
fundamental issues of life and death in a broadly religious manner—though
the vision may be dark, as it often is in Hartman’s Wordsworth or as it
fundamentally is in Gleckner’s Byron, and it may involve a dialectic between
scepticism and tentative assurance as in Wasserman’s Shelley. Frye envisages
Blake’s entire corpus as a systematic expression of a single fundamental vision,
and although his successors see more development in their authors’ oeuvres
the reader leaves each of these studies with a sense of achievement: personal
achievement, of course, at having won through to the end of massive tomes,
but, more significantly, heroic imaginative endeavour on the part of the author
and an appropriately energetic and intellectually rigorous systematic response
on the part of the critic. All three participants have been involved in a significant
part of the great humanist enterprise of contributing to the Song of Humanity,
which may also be the Song of God.

The most striking critical and scholarly developments over the last quarter
of a century have in general had the effect of questioning the sense of heroic
achievement described above. The three movements that have most radically
altered ideas about romantic poetry for many readers are deconstruction, the
new historicism and textual criticism.

Very broadly speaking, the studies discussed above were concerned to take
the romantics basically on their own terms, after they had spent fifty years
being demoted on other people’s terms. Deconstruction and the new historicism
refuse to do this, but rather adopt a sometimes extreme scepticism, exposing
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latent ideologies, seeking blindnesses and aporias, and at the limit pulling at
every loose end in sight in an ecstatic orgy of textual unravelling. Just as
Wilson Knight cast his apocalyptic seeds on the apparently stony ground of
the early 1940s, so one can discern proto-deconstructionists already at work
in the heady 1960s. E.E.Bostetter (1963) used the ‘negative Romantic’ Byron
to expose what he believed to be the common syntax of the other poets of the
period, at whose core

were to be found certain simple organizing principles: that the universe revealed
to science was a moral universe; that a creative and benign power expressed
itself in and through nature and was manifest to the imagination of man; that
as an ‘inmate’ of this moral universe man was naturally good and perfectible,
though at present corrupted by his society and education.

(pp. 3-4)

From this outmoded syntax, Bostetter suggests, Byron alone fully escaped to
witness to the modern world about his contemporaries’ illusions concerning
life and art. Read in the light of more recent post-structuralist developments,
Don Juan (1819-24) is a virtuoso high-wire act—or a series of such acts—in
verse, executed with huge panache and great delight over an abyss littered
with the largely unravelled safety-nets of once plausible significances. The
acrobat is at most a constructed personality, as Anne Mellor has argued (1980);
or perhaps he is a device too fragmented to be called a personality at all, the
product of a quasi-deconstructive denial of character and presence. This
constructed personality, or deconstructed non-personality, is acutely aware
of the ideological loading of traditional verse forms (Don Juan, V1, 59), and
it expresses itself with extreme tonal instability.

In some ways not only Byron but all the second-generation romantics can
be seen as adumbrating our 1970s and 1980s, to be set against the heroic
period of high romantic criticism between 1947 and 1971. Shelley and Keats,
as well as Byron, produce works in which self-deconstruction functions as a
fundamental conceptual and structural principle. Earl Wasserman’s 1971 study
benefited from absorbing the seminal investigation by C.E.Pulos (1954) of
Shelley’s debt to the British sceptical philosophical tradition (Pulos’s book
was published by the then rather obscure University of Nebraska Press and it
was more than a decade before it became generally known): he was able to
move beyond his own earlier idealizings (Wasserman, 1953), while preserving
his admirable analytical subtlety, to show Shelley sceptically and agnostically
experimenting with contrasting epistemologies in different poems, or within
single poems, while moving tentatively in the direction of idealism in his later
work. Wasserman’s approach has been subjected to a sternly deconstructive
critique by Tilottama Rajan in a book which exhibits some of the dangers of
the approach (1980). Rajan argues that Shelley is confused, rather than
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rigorously sceptical as he ought to have been: ‘his encounter with skepticism
leads him to postpone or relocate rather than revise his idealism, to respond
to skepticism sentimentally rather than ironically or tragically’ (p. 59): only
in the late unfinished ‘Triumph of Life’ does he show signs of moving from an
idealism detached from the common world to a tragic recognition of that real
world’s agony. It is typical of deconstructive thought to place so much weight
on a fragment: Rajan does the same with Keats’s ‘Fall of Hyperion’, and the
Shelley fragment figures prominently in the set of essays edited by Bloom
(1979), notably in a study of almost impenetrable complexity by the purest of
American post-structuralists, Paul de Man.

One trouble with Rajan’s approach is that it gives the impression that
Shelley was rather stupid, which he was not, and that Rajan knows the answer,
or at any rate more of it than Shelley did—the answer being that “The radical
heteronomy in the self and its enterprises disclosed by the movement beyond
the sphere of illusion cannot be covered up or healed, but only mediated’ (p.
141). One may also object that the concentration on unfinished poems shows
a distrust of the achieved work of art. A revealing footnote asserts that ‘one
must distinguish...between problems of vision and problems that are merely
technical and structural’ (p. 203). But Shelley and Keats were dedicated artists,
for whom technique and structure could not ever be ‘merely’ anything. They
were concerned to explore moral, philosophical and religious conundrums
which are still with us, and which have not been resolved, as some
deconstructionists maintain, by means of a Copernican shift in criticism (Belsey,
1980). Although accompanying the statement with a dubious negative
valuation, Rajan actually puts this very point well in discussing ‘Hyperion: A
Fragment’, where Keats

reveals a desire both to demystify and to reconstruct the fiction of an ideal
Greece. In this respect he is no different from the theorists of the period who
also try to develop through the ironic and sentimental modes forms that will
contain their uncertainties without renouncing the aspirations of idealism.
(1980, p. 159)

As critics we must never forget that we are dealing with works of art. There is
a tendency in post-structuralist criticism to neglect or fail to recognize the
peculiar strategies which works of art have for arriving at, or hinting in the
direction of, something that may be called a truth—not by philosophical
argument, but by way of beauty. Here we are on Keats’s home territory, and
the point may become clear if we refer to an accomplished completed
masterpiece which is at the same time a near-perfect example of a self-
deconstructing poem, his ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. The famous final aphorism
spoken (probably) by the urn, is as much a question as the actual question
that ends the ‘Ode to a Nightingale’. One of the most sensitive post-structuralist
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readers, David Simpson, argues (1979) that the speaker of this poem is to be
distinguished from the controlling persona, the ‘poet’, as much as from the
sententious urn itself, and he goes on to explore the consequences of this
fragmentation of personal identity impressively in the sort of close reading
where post-structuralist critics are often at their best (p. 8). We the readers,
along with the metacommenting ‘poet’, observe the speaker in the third stanza
trying to make the urn represent pure happiness. Up to this point deconstruction
serves the poem well. But it ignores the supreme beauty of the dejected fourth
stanza. We can debate endlessly the self-reflexive complexities of this poem,
but its beauty, especially the beauty of the fourth stanza, does not depend on
a solution sweet, whether philosophical, moral or religious; indeed it depends
on there not being a solution in the poem, because as Shelley puts it ‘our
sweetest songs are those which tell of saddest thought’. When Rajan (1980,
pp. 16-17) says that ‘to deconstruct a text is...to assume that it is a disunified
and contradictory structure tacitly involved in contesting its own meaning’
there is a failure to perceive that it is Keats’s greatest strength to have found
a way of producing perfect structures, in one sense rock firm, which contain
recessive deconstructions of potential meaning and doubt.

The more traditionally faithful poets of the older generation have also
benefited from certain deconstructive insights. By the end of the 1960s the
radical ambiguity of ‘The Ancient Mariner’ (1798) was well established.
Neither R.P.-Warren’s attempt to read it as a poem of imaginative redemption
(1946) nor William Empson’s equally ingenious dismissal of the gloss as a
superficial late Christianizing of a vision of nightmare arbitrariness (1973)
does justice to the work. Viewed from a post-structuralist perspective, its text
and marginal gloss have come to look uncannily like a Derrida performance.
It would perfectly exemplify Hillis Miller’s tentative experimenting with
deconstructive critical possibilities in the mid-1970s:

Such a criticism would entertain the possibility that a work of literature, rather
than having a single mind at its origin, may be dialogical. Such a work would
have two or more implied generative sources; it could not, therefore, be reduced
to a single, coherent, all-inclusive reading. The interpretation of such a work
might reach the impasse of two incompatible readings, both arising from the
text itself. Such a text would be ‘undecidable’, ‘unreadable’.

(1975, pp. xi—xii)

The same poem raises in a particularly acute form another related issue. David
Simpson is much concerned with the tone of voice implied in a poem, with the
imagined presence which a poem can imply to some extent (rightly rejecting the
‘either it can or it can’t’ of extreme Gallic deconstructionist logic). Simpson
(1979, p. 102) is concerned with the notoriously difficult conclusion of “The
Eolian Harp’, but his insight might be applied to “The Ancient Mariner’, where
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the moral at the end could be read in a host of different ways, but only on
different occasions in actual live performance: the post-structuralist insistence
on text as against logocentric presence suggests that reading poetry aloud is
more like performing music or producing plays than has often been recognized.
There is no good reason for rejecting the notion of presence in a wider sense:
Coleridge’s poetry remains, as it has always been, recognizably the product of
the man Coleridge, with all his complexities, his blindnesses and insights—not
a mere junction-box of available devices, to borrow David Lodge’s metaphor.

David Simpson has also written (1982) on Wordsworth, a poet who has
been fortunate in his post-structuralist critics in that they have proved unusually
sensitive and (dare one say) loving. There is in their work an implied sense of
that wonder which some might dismiss as mystification, but which does not
exclude wide-awake intelligence, and without which criticism of great art
quite misses the point. The same critics actually reinforce one’s sense of the
peculiarly Wordsworthian nature of the poetry, those endlessly complex
distinctive qualities which the paroles of authors of genius have, and which
those of third-rate artists largely lack. Yet at the same time these critics explore
the complexities of Wordsworth’s self-awareness and chart the scrupulosities
of his self-examination. Frances Ferguson’s book (1977) and Hartman’s later
articles (1987) are outstanding examples, but it is Simpson who shows most
clearly the illumination to be derived from a sensitive post-structuralism. He
argues that in Wordsworth, as in Coleridge and Shelley, ‘the more that the
“real” is recognized as the “figured”, the more important it becomes to keep
in play as many figurings as possible’ (1982, pp. 120-1). Simpson’s tracing of
Wordsworth’s strategies for avoiding the premature closing-off of possible
significance, and of his attempted solution of the problem of communication
between people of different backgrounds arising from multiple conflicting
figurings, is among the finest criticism of our time.

Of the six major poets, the oldest, Blake, has attracted by far the least
attention from post-structuralists. Perhaps this is because, in spite of his
unmatched hatred of mystification, his outlook seems at first sight so totally
opposed to the premises that underlie the movement. He is intensely ironical
but utterly opposed to spectral scepticism:

If the Sun & Moon should doubt,
They’d immediately Go out.

But Leopold Damrosch Jr. (1980) has probingly and lucidly challenged Frye’s
assertion of the exemplary perfect unity of Blake’s corpus—already
questioned, on a more modest scale and with some speculative historical
and biographical material, by E.D.Hirsch Jr. (1964). Damrosch exposes the
four inconsistencies—epistemological, psychological, ontological and
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aesthetic—that he believes to lie at the heart of Blake’s work, but his study
though undoubtedly deconstructive is in no sense destructive, and he makes
clear his immense admiration for his subject:

Blake was far less confused than most men. His difficulties arose from the heroic
ambition with which he tackled unresolvable tensions at the heart of Western
thought, exploring them more searchingly than most philosophers, let alone
most poets, have been willing to do.

(p-4)

When deconstruction is sensitive, readable and not over-concerned with being
novel or with drawing attention to itself it can illuminatingly expose the
tensions and the weird energies that the heroic creative endeavours rightly
celebrated in earlier criticism sought to bring into constructive mental fight,
rather than destructive, nihilistic warfare. One does not need to be a paid-up
Nietzschean to benefit from the revelation of energizing tensions and
complexities almost undreamt-of in the 1960s.

Whereas deconstruction exposes unsuspected conceptual tensions and
contradictions in a work, the new historicism asserts that every writer’s position
and attitude is determined by specific socio-economic developments. Hirsch
(1964) and many other detailed historical studies, sometimes written from an
avowedly Marxist or more generally materialist perspective, prepared the way
for the movement whose most wide-ranging and influential romantic exponent
has probably been Marilyn Butler (1981). Butler is (unexpectedly) at her most
illuminating on Coleridge, where her exposure of the political motivation behind
the apparently elevatedly philosophical Biographia Literaria is masterly. It is ‘a
book deliberately written for an hour of public peril’, and the link between the
discussion of German philosophy in the first half and the criticism of Wordsworth
in the second is to be found in political ideology: ‘Coleridge commends the
German example, which is religious, and so exalted that it is meaningful only
to a small educated élite. He criticizes Wordsworth’s 1798 experiment because
its simplicity and universalism are associated with the radical, levelling tendency
of the pre-revolutionary Enlightenment’ (pp. 62-3). Butler’s study unfortunately
also sometimes displays the reductivism endemic to the new historicism: she
roundly asserts that the Lyrical Ballads were rather old-fashioned and
reactionary, which was not at all the way that they struck their brilliant young
admirers of the time (Hazlitt, De Quincey, John Wilson), and her presentation
of Jane Austen in this book manages to make that author sound impossibly
dull. New historical reductivism has been particularly unhelpful where
Wordsworth is concerned. Marjorie Levinson (1986), for example, makes a
point of writing about what Wordsworth does not write about, such as the
beggars at Tintern Abbey, a procedure with rapidly diminishing returns, however
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ingeniously pursued. A much better example of how to apply new historical
techniques sensitively can be found in Barrell in a study (1988) which, in spite
of a virulent foreword by other hands, includes a suggestive reading of ‘Lines
Weritten a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey’ in terms of Wordsworth’s culturally
conditioned use of Dorothy as a necessary representative of feminine syntactic
inarticulacy. Barrell is often tendentious, and on occasion he produces simplified
misreadings to match the worst of the New Critics on the romantics, but most
of the time he is undeniably reading the poem that Wordsworth wrote.

One of the most potentially rewarding new historicist approaches has been
to consider the social and cultural implications of the way in which texts were
originally published, and indeed of the different ways in which they continued
to be published. Jerome J.McGann (1983) has argued that the production of a
text in this period should be regarded as to some extent a co-operative enterprise.
Not only author but publisher, printer, critics and of course public were involved.
He has pointed out (19835, pp. 264-5) that Byron’s Don Juan was permitted to
be a more subversive poem when it changed publishers from John Murray to
John Hunt after Canto V. To this insight may be added Neil Fraistat’s
investigation (19835) of the added significance that well-known poems acquire
when they are viewed in the context of their neighbours in the original collections.
Fraistat may at times fail to convince the reader that the poets were quite as
calculating as he suggests; but how many readers have ever seen, let alone
taken note of, the contents list of Keats’s Lamia volume:

Lamia

Isabella

The Eve of St. Agnes
Ode to a Nightingale
Ode on a Grecian Urn
Ode to Psyche

Fancy

Ode [‘Bards of Passion’]
Lines on the Mermaid Tavern
Robin Hood

To Autumn

Ode on Melancholy
Hyperion, a Fragment

Such a contents page may cast well-known poems in a new light and also
encourage the reader to take Keats’s minor ‘rondeaux’ more seriously. The
study of works in their publishing context can include the significance of format
and pricing, illustrations, punctuation conventions whether authorial or
compositorial, and critical reception along with its possible influence on the
author. This last possibility has been greatly facilitated by the assembling of all
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known periodical reviews of the major romantics (Reiman, 1972). Perhaps not
every author is, as Hazlitt said of Scott, ‘the mere amanuensis of history’, but to
some extent each writer is a socio-economically conditioned intelligence presiding
among many such intelligences, and undeniably the creature of her or his time.
It has been the achievement of the new historicism to alert readers to more
radical implications of this fact than had been suspected.

The general tendency to fragment, dissolve and complicate evident in
deconstructive, new historical or other critical approaches can be avoided
easily enough by any reader of the romantics who chooses to do so; but the
parallel textual developments of recent years have changed, and are changing,
radically the actual experience of reading the poetry. The results of textual, as
of architectural, theory are all around us: so that changing ideas of how a text
should be arrived at constitute the most important subject to be considered in
this essay.

The stable orthodoxy of mid-century textual criticism asserted that it was
the editor’s duty to arrive at a text as close as possible to the author’s final
intentions. Hence de Selincourt’s Oxford Wordsworth is based on the poet’s
final preferred text, earlier (and usually more vigorous) versions being generally
relegated to notes. It is now accepted that the idea of a definitive text is a
mirage. Indeed, the modern purist will be found asserting that every stage of
a text has its own authority and validity, and that each stage should be
separately edited and offered to the reader. The theory is immaculate, but
economic reality makes this ideal difficult to achieve, and in any event most
readers will want only one or at most two texts.

The problem is particularly acute in the case of Blake. The instability of
Blake’s texts and the unique experience offered by each hand-coloured and
hand-assembled copy of his poems have greatly complicated the reading of
his work. It is now generally realized that it should be experienced in colour
and with the designs, even if of necessity this is achieved by means of mass-
produced books providing more or less cheap approximations of the originals.
Most readers will settle for one of the simplified collected works and one or
two of the most easily available reproductions of individual poems, but the
serious scholar and the aficionado will ideally compare all the copies in
existence from New York to New Zealand: some idea of what this involves
may be gleaned from Erdman’s invaluable (though alas monochrome)
Hluminated Blake (1975).

The old stabilities of Wordsworth’s finally approved texts have now been
generally abandoned. Going to the opposite extreme, the Cornell Wordsworth
offers photographs and transcripts of the manuscripts, as well as reading texts
which form the basis of the new popular editions such as the Oxford Authors
selection (Gill, 1984). Gill makes a point of printing the earliest, sometimes
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incomplete, versions of the poems, so that “The Ruined Cottage’, ‘Home at
Grasmere’, and the skeletal early version of ‘Peter Bell’ take their place alongside
the 1805 Prelude. In the now standard parallel text Prelude (ed. Jonathan
Wordsworth, 1979) the 1850 and 18035 versions are joined by the two-book
version of 1799. The result is a rougher, more provisional Wordsworth than the
poet who was generally available twenty years ago. Readers then were not
expected to balance with precarious heroism over voids like this in the Oxford
Authors ‘Home at Grasmere’ (itself a new addition to the established canon):

The darkest Pit
Of the profoundest Hell, chaos, night,
Nor aught of | ] vacancy scooped out

By help of dreams can breed such fear and awe
As fall upon us often when we look
Into our minds, into the mind of Man,
My haunt, and the main region of my song.
(1. 984-90)

The favouring of primitive ur-texts is not, it may be noted, confined to poetry:
the forthcoming Edinburgh Edition of the Waverley Novels will present a
rough, early-text Scott rather than the homogenized and smoothed-out
collected classic known to readers since 1829. Scott undoubtedly approved of
that ‘Magnum Opus’ text at the end of his life, and throughout his career he
relied on his collaborators in the printing house to make his rough manuscripts
fit for a polite audience. But his more rustic and in many respects hardly less
gifted compatriot James Hogg disapproved of the bowdlerizing and tidying-
up of his texts, as did John Clare of similar treatment. The publication of
Clare’s poetry with its idiosyncratic spellings and non-existent punctuation
(as again in the Oxford Authors series: Robinson, 1984) is among the most
radical challenges to revaluation, aesthetic and social, that romantic poetry
has witnessed in the last decade.

Although it has been suggested that the three developments outlined in this
essay constitute the most obvious innovations in criticism of the romantic
poets over the last quarter-century, three qualifications must be made in
conclusion. First, as has been noted above, none of the developments is wholly
unanticipated in earlier decades. Second, there have been many other fruitful
and largely innovatory approaches; for example, structuralist readings of
individual texts (rather than complete oeuvres); Freudian interpretations
ranging from the crudely reductive to the sensitive; reader response criticism;
and as yet tentative venturings-out from the Mary Shelley enclave of feminist
revaluations. The last of these is (textual theory and practice always excepted)
likely to be the most important development of the 1990s: indeed, between
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the initial drafting of this essay and its final revision several noteworthy and
not at all tentative feminist studies made their mark (see Lefebure, 1986;
Levin, 1987; Mellor, 1988). And third, traditional modes of scholarship and
criticism have retained their vitality: up-to-date biographies (though the weight
of scholarship is such that it is becoming almost impossible for full critical
biographies of major writers to be produced by individual scholars); statistical
verbal analyses, with sophisticated computer techniques beginning to make
their appearance; traditional studies of imagery, where much remains to be
done; investigations of sources and influences; and a host of others—not least
sensitive and alert readings by those determinedly innocent of radical
ideological apartness from their subjects. It is still permissible to remain
something of a 1960s idealist and (albeit sadder and wiser) to hold, with a
degree of good faith, that not many of the myriad words dispatched in the
direction of this amazing cohort of major poets will return wholly void.
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VICTORIAN POETRY

ISOBEL ARMSTRONG

It has become customary to designate the poetry written between 1830 and
approximately the year 1900 by the name “Victorian’, whereas the poetry of
the previous decades, ‘Romantic’ poetry, is described with reference to a
movement of ideas. One group of poets is anchored securely to a monarch
and a nation (though that monarch came to the throne in 1837), the other to
a trans-European philosophical and political project. Thus a particular way
of reading these groups of poets has been perpetuated which has been both
cause and effect of these groupings. The accident of death has been partly
responsible for causing a chasm to open up between the groups: Keats, Shelley,
Byron and Blake died within six years of one another in the 1820s. Only
Wordsworth lived on, dying in 1850, when the Laureateship was handed on
to Tennyson. Tennyson began publishing in 1830, Browning in 1833. The
work of both becomes homogenized as they appear to dominate the century
as major Victorian poets.

The work of these ‘homogenized’ poets tends to be read in terms of
decades—the 1830s, 40s and 50s. This is encouraged by the convergence of
their work in what seems a ‘peak’ in the 1850s. Tennyson’s In Memoriam
and Maud appeared in 1850 and 1855 respectively; Browning’s Men and
Womien in 1855. But there are other ways of reading the work of these poets,
and different relationships to be made. Even if one provisionally accepts the
artificial Romantic/Victorian divide, it is possible to argue for another picture
than the conventional one. But first, what is that conventional picture? What
follows is a simplified presentation of a simplified picture, but it can stand as
a kind of parody against which I shall set an alternative reading.

People tend to start with Tennyson’s early poetry of the 1830s, though not
with that of Browning, whom they pick up in the 1850s. Tennyson’s early
volumes, Poems, Chiefly Lyrical (1830) and Poems (1832), are accessible as
symbolist poetry before its time, pre-modernist psychological poetry of the
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paysage intérieur. It is possible to make this reading because the poems seem
to be in perfect consonance with the theory of his friend and reviewer, Arthur
Hallam. Hallam pointed to Tennyson’s capacity to ‘fuse’, as he self-consciously
put it, the objects of perception with mind ‘in a medium of strong emotion’
(Hallam, [1831] 1972, p. 93). Such chemistry (and he deliberately borrowed
his metaphor from science) was achieved by what he called the poetry of
‘sensation’ rather than the poetry of ‘reflection’, represented by the didactic
poetry of Wordsworth as against the image-laden writing of Keats and Shelley
(p. 87). So Tennyson is seen as an aesthetic poet, bound up with internal
landscapes. The drugged cadences of “The Lotos-Eaters’, and the language
which fuses psychological categories with the objects of perception—*rolling
a slumberous sheet of foam below’—or the neurotic intensity with which the
details of landscape are experienced in ‘Mariana’ as discrete items of
sensation—clinking latch, pear tree held with rotting nails, blackened moss—
all seem to endorse this reading. From there Tennyson goes backward into
the Victorian age. In Memoriam (1850), with its doubts, its God, its Geology,
generating worries about ethics and immortality (worries about a positivist
science which seem themselves positivist) engages with what are thought to
be typically Victorian categories. He goes further back still into the Victorian
period with the Arthurian Idylls of the King (the first parts of which were
published in 1859). To those who see Tennyson as the poet of a national
Arthurian epic and a theological poem, Maud (1855) seems to be a freak, an
inexplicable psychodrama hard to reconcile with the work of his maturity.
It is here that Browning catches him up. Browning’s early work, which is
complex and arcane, does not lend itself easily to discussion (it tends to be
forgotten that he wished to be a popular poet and issued Bells and
Pomegranates in the form of cheap pamphlets on the model of Shelley’s Queen
Mab and associated with R.H.Horne, called ‘the farthing poet’), but Men
and Women (1855), the volume which first made him popular, is accessible.
Since many poems in it are dramatic monologues, it is possible to see the
whole of the early poetry as aspiring towards the dramatic monologue. Though
a reading of these poems in terms of the psychological realism achieved by
the monologue form has begun to give way, and the subtle epistemology which
evolves an unstable consciousness through the dramatic form has enabled
them to be read instead as deconstructive moments undermining a coherent
subjectivity, it is largely in terms of the monologue that they are read—or else
a glance is given to the black symbolism of ‘Childe Roland to the dark Tower
Came’ (see Bloom, 1979). The virtuosity of monologues such as ‘Fra Lippo
Lippi’, with its aggressively libertarian aesthetics, or the paradoxically nihilistic
theological belief disclosed in ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’, certainly lend
themselves to a complex hermeneutics, but Browning wrote lyrics, love poems
and philosophical poems which cannot all be coerced into the category of
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monologue. The inordinate length of The Ring and the Book (1868) seems to
prevent it from being tackled seriously on any terms, despite its ostensibly
dramatic form.

The work of the second generation Victorian poets, Arthur Hugh Clough
and Matthew Arnold, converges with the mature work of Tennyson and
Browning, and it is remarkable how what is designated as “Victorian poetry’
actually falls into the narrow band of the late 1840s and the 1850s. Clough,
who developed through the hexameter a multiplicity of dictions and registers
to articulate a new kind of democratic poetry, is often seen through Arnold’s
eyes. The pastoral elegy to Clough, ‘Thyrsis’, describes the poetry of the anxiety
state—his ‘piping’ took ‘a troubled sound/Of storms that rage outside our
happy ground’ (Il. 48-9) (the happy ground of Oxford University)—and
associates his work with morbid introspecton. Arnold, reacting against the
modernity which he imputed to his own poetry, the introspective ‘dialogue of
the mind with itself, formulated an aesthetic of detachment and objectivity
which made it an ethical imperative for the poet to shape his poems round
‘great human actions’, cleared of redundant verbal decoration and excess.
The Preface to his poems of 1853, from which these quotations come, where
he rejected the dialectics of his earlier Empedocles on Etna (1852), an analysis
of estrangement and intellectual exhaustion, has come to signify a typically
mid-Victorian poetics.

It is possible, after this mid-Victorian band of poetry has been encountered,
to see the rest of the century as aspiring towards modernism. Swinburne and
Meredith, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Morris, are loosely grouped as
‘Pre-Raphaelite poets’. Helped by an angry reviewer who described Rossetti
and Swinburne in particular as the “fleshy school of poetry’ (Buchanan, [1871]
1987), it is possible to find a common element in their work, which is associated
with subversive sensuousness and the eroticizing of Christian symbol. They
can be assimilated into the aesthetic of Symbolism and Pater’s understanding
that all art, in flight from referentiality, aspires to the condition of music.
Though ‘eccentrics’ like Gerard Manley Hopkins and James Thomson do not
really fit into this group, they can be assimilated to the modern tradition in
other ways: the complexity of Hopkins’s language, its highly metaphoric
structure and its synchronic nature, readily entitle him to be assimilated into
modernism’s linguistic experiments, while the city landscapes of Thomson’s
The City of Dreadful Night (1874) suggest an anticipation of the fragmented
urban world of T.S.Eliot’s The Waste Land. It is a short step from the
decadents—Dowson, Wilde, Johnson and the early Yeats—into the twentieth
century. Some people would tack on to this a rural tradition, through John
Clare, William Barnes and Thomas Hardy, and others would also add an
urban tradition of self-taught industrial artisans—FEbenezer Elliot, for instance,
or Samuel Bamford and Thomas Cooper. Yet others would remember the
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women poets. Emily Bronté, Christina Rossetti and Elizabeth Barrett Browning
are the poets most likely to be seen as important.

This understanding of the shape of Victorian poetry is limiting in a number
of ways. It ignores, in the first place, the political events round which this
poetry configures—the reform bills of 1832 and 1867, which engendered
important debates about representation which implicitly or explicitly enter
into the consciousness of this poetry. It ignores the European revolutions of
1848, and the Crimean war (1853-7), the beginning of which coincides with
the year of Arnold’s 1853 Preface. When the connection between poetics and
politics is registered, a rather different reading of the poetry is possible. It is
not so much that unknown texts emerge, but another reading of the existing
texts can be made, and a different configuration of their work. The exception
to this is the poetry of the women. There were many more women poets
writing than have ever been generally discussed. The constraints of space do
not allow a complete re-reading of the poetry of this period, but it is possible
to dramatize its concerns by concentrating on four moments where a radical
poetry clearly emerges in contradistinction to a conservative tradition.
Browning in the 1830s, Morris in the 1850s, Thomson in the 1870s, and a
group of women writing in the latter part of the century, will be the focus of
discussion.

Browning came of a dissenting Congregationalist family. Dissenters were
excluded from certain privileges and powers (unlike Tennyson, for instance,
Browning could not have been admitted to one of the older universities) and
they tended to form their own centres of power and thought. Browning
gravitated to one of the foremost dissenting intellectuals of this time, William
Johnson Fox (he called Fox his literary godfather), and it was Fox who reviewed
his early poems and published two of the earliest monologues in his journal,
The Monthly Repository, in 1836 (see Mineka, 1944). The nature of
Browning’s early experiments can be understood by looking at one of these
poems, ‘Porphyria’s Lover’, and the intellectual formation to which it belongs.

The Monthly Repository was a Unitarian publication, radical, utilitarian,
and powerfully committed to social change. In the year of the reform bill,
1832, Fox wrote:

The public mind has outgrown public institutions, which must soon be
shattered.... The question of reform in the representation of the people could
never have arisen in its present interest and importance but in connection with
a strong and general conviction of other changes... The Church cannot remain
as it is...The Law cannot remain as it is...Education cannot remain as it is. The
poor must be educated, though at the public expense...The means for
disseminating information cannot remain as they are...taxes on knowledge...
intercept information in its passage to the people. They suppress or restrict... A
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different principle in the distribution of wealth must gradually make its way
into society.
(The Monthly Repository, vol. 6, new series [1832], pp. 1-4)

He might have added that the condition of women could not remain as it
was, for this publication was instrumental in creating one of the first groups
of organized feminists in England. The Fox group, forging a utilitarian,
Benthamite aesthetic, and attempting to democratize literature, had a
developed understanding of the relationship between literature, ideology and
power. Celebrating Shelley as the revolutionary poet, and castigating
Wordsworth and Coleridge for reneging on revolutionary ideals, it was natural
that Fox should turn in a subsequent article to a consideration of poetry and
the poor (‘“The Poor and their Poetry’, The Monthly Repository, vol. 6, new
series, 1832, pp. 189-201). Adopting a cultural relativism theorized from
Herder, he concluded that just as different cultures and countries would develop
different forms of art, so there would be a corresponding difference between
the poetry of the rich and the poetry of the poor in the same country. The
problem was not only to produce a poetry which included within itself an
understanding of the environments of the poor—the city, the workhouse, the
prison—but one which would not be produced by the gentlemanly looker-on
of the middle class, one which might be produced by the poor themselves.
Browning, of course, was exactly one of these gentlemanly lookers-on, but
Fox’s conviction that modern poetry, experimental nineteenth-century poetry
that is, must represent modern states of consciousness by utilizing the
possibilities of associationist theory, projecting itself provisionally into different
states of mind, provides the poet with a radical aesthetic. For such a projection
becomes a drama of mental events, not a private drama but a public drama in
which a dialectic of feeling and conflict is objectified. Since drama does not
avail itself of a single position it enables a democratic reading, as the reader
engages with the hermeneutic process and attempts to grasp the structure of
relationships evolving in the poem. Such a process was for Fox not only
psychologically but ideologically liberating because it lays bare the nature of
conflict. Add to this a sophisticated understanding of the instability of the
‘truth’ of the text derived from a reading of German biblical criticism (for
The Monthly Repository had responded to these new ideas well before they
became generally known later in the century) and a powerful concern with
the role and status of women, and a context for reading ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ is
available to us.

But this context is also one of intellectual debate—a quarrel. Fox had
accidentally passed on to Browning John Stuart Mill’s annotations to his first
poem, Pauline (1833). These were fiercely critical of its morbid subjectivity,
but quite apart from this Mill’s understanding of drama was different from
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that of Fox: he thought of the poem as a private soliloquy, overheard by the
reader, not a public event (Mill, [1859] 1950). ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ carries
Mill’s ‘overheard’ poem satirically to its logical conclusion by presenting a
private experience so solipsistic that it might be mad. The absolutely private
subjectivity of feeling confessing itself to itself either imagines or enacts a
sexual murder; strangling Porphyria on her illicit visit to him, the speaker
confirms the moment of possession as an ownership which can only issue in
murder—That moment she was mine, mine, fair,/Perfectly pure and good’
(Il. 36-7)—for what is ‘perfectly pure and good’ contains no further
development within itself, and a total possession of it and a total affirmation
of one’s ego implies the act of annihilation. Porphyria, willing the moment of
subjection which calls forth masculine power, is made responsible for it and
fittingly strangled with her own hair. The contradictions of the private contract
outside the public sphere are remorselessly pursued. “When no voice replied’
(1. 15), ‘And God has not said a word!’ (1. 60): the private experience needs no
answering voice and negates the dialogue of the other. The itemizing of
Porphyria’s body in seduction—waist, shoulder, hair—already turns her into
the ‘it’ she becomes at the end of the poem. As her lover attempts to ‘dissever’
her from the ‘ties’ of other obligations she is literally dissevered as a
dismembered body. This is a prescient poem in many ways, for later, in his
essay ‘On Liberty’ (1859), Mill was to say that sexual relations are exempted
from the public sphere. “While I debated what to do’ (1. 35), the lover says.
Whatever action is in the private sphere, and what its significance and ethical
standing is, becomes crucially important in the poem. At the same time it is
far more than a quarrel with Mill. It is an enquiry into the standing of fantasy
and its fictions and therefore implicitly an enquiry into the standing of poetry
itself. It never is clear whether the murder is an accomplished fact or a fantasy.
The purpose of the poem is not to keep us guessing so much as to ask how far
this matters. Bentham, whose thought was of central importance to the Fox
group, had developed a theory of language in terms of fictions, and for him
fictions are never unimportant. Words correlate with things we can see (hence
they are ‘real’ entities) or with things we cannot, such as the soul, in which
case they are “fictional’ entities. But fictions make as decisive an intervention
in the world as do real entities of language. In law, for instance, which is
where Bentham first developed his ideas (and it is no accident that contract
features so strongly in Browning’s poem) they have to be negotiated and
investigated as if they were real, or injustice and oppression will result. So the
speaker’s soliloquy is a substantive cultural fantasy, about possession, power,
sexual property and the paradoxical nature of women’s subjection—for the
speaker gives to Porphyria the power of infantilizing him even as he asserts
his power. A fiction constructed out of other fictions, it has entered the world.
In disclosing itself as a construct the poem both declares itself to be an analysis
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of a condition as well as an expression of feeling, an analysis which asks for
the active inspection and participation of the reader.

The critique of Mill, then, issued in a way of exploring the political and
imaginative importance of poetry through the drama of objectified feeling
which Browning was to develop through the rest of his writing life. One could
say that he was a Benthamite poet right up to The Ring and the Book and
beyond. It should not be forgotten that Fox published the poems of Ebenezer
Elliott, sharp, gnawing poems about the plight of the poor, and also the work
of R.H.Horne, whose ‘Political Oratorio’, for instance, was a sardonic
burlesque about the position of Trade Unions (Horne, 1835). The word
‘oratorio’ suggests the public world excluded from Mill’s theory of poetry.

The Tennyson group on the other hand, forming itself round Arthur Hallam
and the Apostles at Cambridge (at that time an avant garde secret society)
was a group which might be described as subversive conservatives (see Allen,
1978). They wanted social change, but change which was to be achieved not
through political transformation but through the imaginative regeneration of
the whole nation. They celebrated the mythopoeic aspects of Shelley’s work
(Hallam was instrumental in the publication of ‘Adonais’) rather than its
revolutionary possibilities. In his review of Tennyson’s early poems Hallam
wrote of the split and fragmented modern mind. A nation united through the
unifying continuity of its myths is no longer possible, however desirable. The
poet of sensation, however, a latter day self-conscious poet, defamiliarizing
fixed positions with the solvent of feeling, working from the outside of his
culture by exploring disruptive states of consciousness, was the nearest thing
to a mythopoeic writer. Myths, the Apostles learned from Thomas Keightley’s
The Fairy Mythology (1828), are aspects of intuitional thought, often used as
forms of power, continually reinterpreted simply because they were not true
(see Armstrong, 1989). One can see Tennyson exploring what it is like to be a
mythological being outside human culture in poems such as the paired
Mermaid and Merman poems, considering the multiple significance of the
Kraken, symbol both of revolution and the apocalypse, representing the
enclosed and divided world of women through Arthurian myth in ‘The Lady
of Shallot’, and examining, through the classical myth of the Lotos-Eaters,
the oppressed consciousness which is committed so deeply to labour that it
can only imagine a world of half-consciousness governed by Epicurean gods
remote from it, gods whose perceptions it cannot change, and who exist in a
mystified relationship to those whom they oppress.

Tennyson’s fellow Apostles tended to move either towards the poetry of
sensation, as did Monckton Milnes, or to the poetry of reflection, as did
Richard Chenevix Trench. In Memoriam may be seen as an attempt to combine
the two. ‘So careful of the Type?’ Tennyson asked (section 56), appalled by
the implications of geological change. Myth, evolving and comparing
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experiences through typologizing, enabling analogies between past and present
to be made, is also careful of the type. It preserves fixed points of reference
just as the classifications of science do. But these sustaining and conserving
categories seem to have broken down for Tennyson as this poem was written,
and In Memoriam is both a record of this breakdown and its philosophical
and social implications and an attempt to reintegrate experience. Perhaps the
rest of Tennyson’s poetry can also be seen in terms of an effort to explore the
breakdown of the Type: certainly Pater thought of him as the poet of the Type
(Pater, [1888] 1889) and of Browning as the poet of the grotesque (Pater,
[1857] 1873) and these terms were often used in the later criticism of the
period to denote conservative and radical poetry.

Where did the category of the grotesque come from? During the 1840s
John Ruskin was working on Modern Painters, developing a new aesthetic,
implicitly a democratic aesthetic, by which the works of Turner could be
appreciated. He broke off from these volumes to write Stones of Venice, and
in the third and last of these volumes (1853) he elaborated the category of the
grotesque, one of the characteristics of Gothic art, devoting a long chapter to
it (chapter 3). Interestingly, this is the same year that Arnold was considering
great human actions, typical, universal actions, as the materials of poetry.
Ruskin did not believe that art was typical or universal but that it expressed
different historical moments. Grotesque art, he said, manifested itself in a
number of historical periods, but it took different forms according to the
culture to which it belonged. One form of it appears in the art of the Gothic
cathedral, where the workman gave expression to resistance against the social
order by carving sculpture embodying the will to freedom. Some nineteenth-
century discussions of Gothic art associated it with an integrated, organized
society, but Ruskin did not. All forms of grotesque art are related to play, and
play is directly related to the forms of work a society evolves and to its social
hierarchy. In connecting play with forms of work and the social structure
Ruskin is implicitly escaping from the idea of pure aesthetic play which had
been developed in Schiller’s influential Letters on the Aesthetic Education of
Man (1795). He details many forms of play, but some societies have a structure
of work so intransigent that its members cannot play at all. The nineteenth
century has developed such a society through the organisation of industrial
labour, and whether they participate in oppressed labour or not, all classes
will produce the art which is formed by it. Mechanics and artisans express the
distortions of the grotesque only in jibes, jests, facial expressions and caricature.
For other classes the sense of distortion will be expressed through an art
which he sees as a distorted form of the sublime. The rupture of understanding,
the epistemological break created through the sublime moment, is a distortion
which, in the case of the grotesque, gives rise to a sense of limit, of a painfully
narrowed perspective, of non-transcendence. The movement of Burke’s sublime
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was a movement from the experience of dissolution and terror in the infinite
to a new integration, where the sense of the breakdown of perception and
relationship was surmounted in a new synthesis. The grotesque stays with the
sense of a gap in experience, of incomplete synthesis and restriction, and
consequently the art of the grotesque is an art of infinitely self-generated
desire, an economy of perpetually expended feeling. The sense of limit finds
its expression in a preoccupation with death, the ultimate limit of all experience,
and with violence, the site of frustration. Above all the gap opened up by the
withholding of meaning results in a fascination with the inadequacy of the
sign, with the mystified symbol and with misprisioned representation, where
the very correctives to distortion lead to further progressively distorted
representations and misprision, the flawed mirror of perception. For Ruskin
these are ideological forms, created by the conditions of labour in an oppressed
society. But once it can be seen that this is so, the possibility of critique is
available to us.

Morris, who knew Ruskin, takes up the challenge of making a critique of
the grotesque through the very form of the grotesque itself in The Defence of
Guenevere and other Poems (1858). This volume is often seen, as Pater saw
Morris’s work, as a Pre-Raphaelite retreat to the pure abstractions of feeling
embodied in the medieval and the chivalric. On the contrary, it is more helpful
to see the medieval world as a construction of oppressed consciousness.
Medievalism will be the form the oppressed consciousness appropriates, a
misprisioned form, to satisfy its fascination with death, with violence and
with the inadequacy of the symbol: images of the medieval will be the
projections of desire, that ever-unsatisfied desire of the alienated consciousness.
The frightful intensity of discrete and unrelated detail, a phenomenon which
Ruskin saw as one of the psychological discoveries of Pre-Raphaelite painting,
is Morris’s compositional method in this volume. But the manifestations of
the grotesque also take larger forms. The title poem of the volume, ‘The
Defence of Guenevere’, contains a distortion within it: this is the defence
made by Guenevere and a defence of her by the author—and a defence is
both a case that can be made and a means of shielding the truth, a misprisioned
representation, a covering up. For Guenevere’s defence is both an explanation
and a protective shield of words which never fully represent the hidden acts
motivating the defence—sexual betrayal and adultery. The more she explains
the more she conceals and distorts. For distortion is intrinsic to her situation:
sexuality itself is the distorting element in this volume, constituting the
consuming desire Ruskin names as the characteristic grotesque experience. It
is not simply that sexuality and libido are grounded in repression: taboos,
obligations and contracts govern chivalric marriage, and the withholding of
courtly love is predicated on marriage, forming the conditions of oppression
within which both men and women live. It was bold of Morris to interpret
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desire in sexual terms, something Ruskin does not do. Guenevere holds up
her hand to the light, and can and cannot see through it, an emblem of the
obfuscations with which the characters in Morris’s world exist. A fetishizing
of the hand, of parts of the body but particularly of the hand, is a recurrent
feature of this volume. In a concealed way Morris introduces the ground of
oppressed labour in his own culture, for ‘the hand’ is the metonym for the
industrial labourer, and thus oppression in marriage is indirectly linked with
other forms of contractual power.

Desire, violence, death and the misprision of symbol come together in a
short poem, “Two Red Roses Across the Moon’. The title forms an enigmatic
refrain to the poem, and represents the heraldic emblem of the knight who is
described on his journey to the violent slaughter of battle in which the heraldic
colours of both sides, ‘scarlet and blue’, are obliterated in the ‘brown’ of
meaningless signification in battle, and of course, in the ‘brown’ of mud or
dust to which death brings both sides. The knight returns to his lady, celebrating
the pure ‘gold’ of chivalric love. But the distinctions made so clearly in his
world are not so clear in fact. The refrain is inherently contradictory, for in it
the yellow moon of chastity and the erotic intensity of the rose, which suggests
also blood and violence, exist in incompatible relationship. And just as the
colours of battle are blended with and to the colour of mud, so the red and
the yellow gold of the courtly life become the colour brown when they are
mixed. It is not possible to keep the worlds of battle and sexuality pure of one
another. This haunting poem, so simple on one level that it is immediately
accessible, contains at the same time all the contradictions of the grotesque
vision. It is a democratic poetry because it can be read as a ballad by a wide
audience, and its enigmatic contradictions can be recognized even when they
cannot be explained.

Almost every poem in The Defence of Guenevere reminds one of the
slaughter and carnage of battle, a carnage in no way aestheticized. The volume
was published the year after the last year of the Crimean war, and it could
quite properly be seen as a volume of war poetry, a critique of a society which
habitually goes to war. The controversy over the Crimean war, the first major
European war of Victoria’s reign, in which the European powers reconfigured
over the Eastern question, is filtered through Morris’s poems. In “The Wind’
the shadowy ghosts of knights (or are they living men?) return to haunt the
chamber of the speaker, who is overburdened with his own power to kill, a
power which he works out in terms of the mysterious death of his lover,
Margaret, but which redounds upon him in the form of the shadowy knights,
with whom he shares guilt by association (‘I knew him by the arms I used to
paint/Upon their long thin shields: but the colours were all grown faint’).

If Morris registers the shock of war by defamiliarizing it, paradoxically
recording its traumas through a society which takes it for granted, Tennyson,
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who was far more equivocal than Morris about the violence of the war and
the necessity of going to war, chose to articulate the contradictions of the war
‘ethic’ through the speech of a madman in Maud: A Monodrama (1855). His
equivocation emerges in the way the poem yields two readings. A conservative
reading emerges through the speaker’s railing against ‘the blessings of peace’.
His decision to go to war, to be ‘one with my kind’, seeing the unity of the
nation in war as the equivalent of a new-found psychological integration, is a
way of re-establishing a new chivalric code inherited from a conservative
aristocracy. The hero and his class, regaining a feudal solidarity in the face of
the trading interests who resist war because it endangers trade, embody the
romantic reactionary ideology to which, at its worst, Hallam’s ideal of national
unity through myth could lead. Such romantic nationalism embodies
‘aestheticized politics’, a term which Walter Benjamin used much later to
describe the rise of Fascism. The poem, however, does have a contrary reading.
The speaker is insane, or certainly becomes insane when he kills, in a duel, the
brother of Maud, who is the young girl around whom his erotic fantasies and
passions, inseparable from violence, gather and fester. It is not simply that his
testimony is untrustworthy but that through him there is a critique of the
rampant individualism which sinks its identity in the higher unity of war, a
way of collectivizing individualism.

In this period one can see the poetry of the type uneasily responding to
contemporary pressures. Matthew Arnold’s Sobrab and Rustum, for instance,
is such an uneasy poem. It was written to exemplify the poetry of the great
human action. Published in 1853, the same year as the start of the Crimean
Wiar, it is not, as he wished, abstracted from the contemporary events he
deprecated as the subject of poetry. It is set in the Caucasus, the site of conflict
in the struggle of the Eastern question, and is about a heroic battle in which
affiliations are uncertain and confused, for father and son are on different
sides and meet in fatal single combat without knowing each other. It is as
much a contemporary poem as Clough’s Amours de Voyage (1850), set in
modern Italy in 1848, when Rome was invaded by the French. Clough’s work,
with its exposure of conflict, belongs rather to the vein of radical satire
developed round the Fox group in earlier decades. Clough’s contemporary
intellectual and ‘hero’, Claude, in Amours de Voyage, fascinated by sex and
battle, but distanced from both by a capacity for self-undermining reflection,
is obsessed by the sense of limit. He is a parody by anticipation of Arnold’s
ancient philosopher Empedocles, the exhausted intellectual whose alienation
makes him seek reunion with the sources of vitality in suicide by throwing
himself into the volcano of Etna. This death is the very type of the distorted
sublime Ruskin represented by the grotesque. It is provoked by the sense of
limit, of the impossibility of achieving a synthesis of experience except in the
moment of death. Interestingly, this is parodied in Browning’s ‘Cleon’, in
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Men and Women (1855), where alienation becomes literally a grotesque
aestheticism. Here the intellectual labour of Browning’s classical polymath is
fiercely exposed as a dependence on slave labour, a dependence concealed or
unrecognized by the protagonist. Browning, like Morris, uses the forms of
the grotesque itself as a critique of the grotesque in the poetry of his middle
period. The Benthamite fictions proffered by his speakers, whether in lyric or
monologue, develop a hermeneutics of the grotesque in which the narrow
aperture of ideological perception opens up progressive ideological distortions,
whether it is the scientific ‘objectivity’ of his physician, Karshish, or the
perpetual seeking of the lover in ‘Love in a Life’, who in seeking ‘herself’
meets either himself, his own projection of love, or nothing.

In the latter part of the century the distinction between conservative and
radical poetry continues. It is manifested in the work of James Thomson,
materialist, freethinker and republican, and in the antithetical poetry of Gerard
Manley Hopkins, Catholic convert and anti-democratic conservative. In The
City of Dreadful Night (1874) Thomson developed a rhetoric of the black
sublime to explore oppression, while Hopkins’s The Wreck of the Deutschland
(1876) epitomizes the grotesque and its struggles in the intense strain of its
reaching after transcendence, the violence of its desire for the embodiment of
godhead in symbol and in the literal experience of the incarnation. Language
breaks down in Stanza 28: ‘But how shall I...make me room there:/Reach me
a...”. Hopkins’s elaborate aesthetics of individuation (in which each word, in
its strain to be incarnate sign rather than a proxy representation of or substitute
for experience), often leads to a language of torsion and distortion, as syntax
is pulled towards immediacy and words are forced towards uniqueness.
Compounds, often condensing temporality into simultaneity, do the work of
syntax—‘How a lush-kept-plush capped sloe...’—and words are forced back
from abstraction to their most concrete form—for instance, ‘tell’ instead of
‘count’; ‘wording it’ instead of ‘expressing’ something. For Hopkins strives to
make the word flesh as a guarantee of the relationship with godhead in the
incarnation. This is the essence of the nun’s saving vision at the centre of his
poem and it guarantees salvation to her and to ‘two hundred souls’ who died
in the wreck. In recognizing the uniqueness of each soul, the poem implicitly
argues, the Catholic religion establishes a truer humanistic concern than any
democratic politics could achieve: for democracy, abstracting and quantifying
individuals through the proxy of the vote, is the antithesis of that authority,
God, who in ‘Mastering’ His subjects grounds their individuality and grants
it immortality. But the strain of celebrating the disaster of the wreck and the
horror of 200 deaths is evident in the poem. It is arguable that rather than
deconstructing the grotesque, as radical writers did, Hopkins expresses through
it the strain and limit of his conservative vision.

For Thomson, who did not, of course, know of Hopkins’s work, such
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reactionary understanding of a ‘Mastering” God was anathema, and it may
be that the grim lucidity and the curiously violent purity of his language is an
attempt to dissociate himself absolutely from gothic diction which may have
signified to this poet ideological consent to oppressed consciousness embodied
in grotesque writing. One of the paradoxes of his poem is the Dantean limpidity
and iron chastity with which its materialist universe is disclosed. The City of
Dreadful Night (1874) is often compared with T.S.Eliot’s The Waste Land
(1922): both poems appear to explore the estrangement and anomie of the
city. But nothing could be further from Eliot’s poem, with its humanized quasi-
mystical symbolism taken eclectically from different spiritual traditions, and
its subjectivized reading of the crises of European civilization, than Thomson’s
poem. The estrangement of The City of Dreadful Night is not caused by
spiritual breakdown but precisely by the oppression of theist and Christian
ideology itself. Thomson, almost always described as a ‘pessimist’ and not
the anarchist and atheist he was, is easy to misread because his project was to
rewrite Christian language, using its symbols against itself. The symbols of
the Inferno become for him the symbols of a materialist universe. His
association with Charles Bradlaugh, editor of the freethinking National
Reformer, the journal in which the poem was first published, provides a context
for his poem.

Bradlaugh wrote consistently against the landed and feudal class interests
which organized political power in England. He pointed to the huge
consolidation of landed power which, he felt, was behind industrial power
because it often owned the land leased to industrialists or developed industry
on its own account, and continued to exploit despite electoral reform. He
was also a propagandist for atheism. He argued that change, not teleology,
was the governing principle of the universe. ‘Cause’ is a word we use with
mistaken teleological meaning, where it is simply a word which includes all
that determines change. Nothing falls outside matter: we may destroy a gold
coin but not the metal it is made of. The distinctions we make between ‘matter’,
‘nature’, ‘substance’, ‘existence’ are merely effects of language. If the universe
is founded on change, an unchanging God is a contradiction. If man were
made in the image of God he would never change or forget: ‘Can God forget?’
he asked (Bradlaugh, 1877, p. 13). Forgetfulness and amnesia are defining
characteristics of human experience, a principle Thomson developed in the
oblivion of his city, seeing that the oblivion of repression is what makes human
energies possible.

In his prose work, ‘A Lady of Sorrow’ ([1862] 1881), Thomson portrayed
a symbolic world of ceaseless material reproduction and destruction in which
tragedy and creativity are dialectically dependent on each other. ‘A Lady of
Sorrow’ is a Malthusian rhapsody which turns the incessant reproduction
and blind creativity Malthusians and post-Darwinians had dreaded into fierce
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rejoicing and the celebration of constant change. The City of Dreadful Night,
on the other hand, is far more sombre, and explores, with black and terrible
irony, the landscape of false consciousness, adapting Dante’s ‘Abandon hope
all ye who enter here’ (section 6) and turning it into a paradox: it is precisely
because people will not abandon hope in a transcendental world that the
world becomes for them a place of suicidal despair. The great black effigy of
Melancholia which ends the poem suggests that through negation of hope
creativity in the material world is possible, but the poem concentrates on a
kind of sublime deconstruction of the landscape of Christian despair. It is in
no way a realistic poem: though one short section describes the hearse-like
passage of oppressed labour through the streets, ‘strangled by that city’s curse’
(section 9), its landscape is phantasmagoric and depopulated because the
ideologies which have made the city landscape are individualism, a personal
religion and idealism. Thus we come across a grotesque, Beckett-like, crawling
figure, a geriatric infantilist, who is enacting a fantasy of the return to
innocence, a return which is actually impossible in a materialist world of
change. Thomson is remorseless in his materialist analysis: “The City is of
Night; perchance of Death,/But certainly of night;...The sun has never visited
that city,/For it dissolveth in the daylight fair...” (section 1, Il. 1-7). There are
ambiguities in the phrase ‘it dissolveth’: on the one hand it refers to the ever-
cooling world postulated by physics; the city also ‘dissolveth’ because its
inhabitants conceptualize their environment as phantasmal because of the
fantasies of Christian idealism. But ‘it might refer both to the sun and to the
city, and depending on which we see as subject here the words suggest either
that in the true daylight of materialism the city and its horrors vanish, or that
even in the daylight the sun dissolves, and thus never can penetrate the city.
This is a chilling vision, and makes the nihilism of the better known ‘aesthetic’
or ‘decadent’ writers—Swinburne, Wilde, Dowson, for instance—seem both
self-conscious and limited.

Finally, the women writers. It is unfair to group such distinguished poets
together at the end of an essay mainly devoted to re-writing the history of
politics and aesthetics in poetry by men. But at this point in time, when there
are only good editions of the pre-eminent poets, Christina Rossetti and
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and when other poets do not even get into general
anthologies of Victorian poetry, and cannot be found in modern editions, it is
probable that sexual politics transcend other politics. Every poet I mention
here deserves a modern edition of her work—Adelaide Anne Procter, Dora
Greenwell, Jean Ingelow, Augusta Webster, Mathilde Blind, Amy Levy. When
these have been produced, and these poets are seen as the major writers they
are, it will be possible to relate sexual politics to other areas of their thought
with more precision and exactness. Very often relative conservatism in social
or political matters coexists with an intense understanding of the restrictions
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under which women lived. Charlotte Bronté’s high Tory politics coexisted
with her sense of limit; Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s social sympathies
(expressed in poems such as “The Cry of the Children’), class prejudice and
fascination with strong rulers (she and Browning disagreed about Louis
Napoleon’s coup d’état) coexisted with her sense of the oppression of the
woman writer; Christina Rossetti’s high church Anglicanism coexisted with
an extraordinarily daring conception of her own relationship to God; Dora
Greenwell’s relatively conventional defence of the kinds of work women are
fitted for (Greenwell, 1866) coexisted with some passionate poetry of protest
and desire. One has only to contrast Adelaide Anne Procter’s poems on the
Crimean war with those by Tennyson or Gerald Massey to see that women
entered into political debate, though very few would have argued for political
means of changing their position, such as the vote. Nevertheless, whether
covertly or directly, women poets all share a common interest in the limits set
on women’s lives.

It is not possible to do justice to the energy and power of this work here. It
is only possible to point to its variety. There is the intense polemic of Elizabeth
Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh (1857), a verse novel about a limited and
arrogant woman poet whose world is expanded and changed by her care for
a raped girl, her rival in love, and her child. At one point the poem suggests
that the suffering of rape entities a woman to displace Christ as the supreme
symbol of suffering on the cross (see Marion Erie’s story, the last 200 lines of
Book 6). ‘Since when was genius found respectable?” Aurora Leigh asks, early
in Book 6. Sometimes, under seemingly ‘respectable’ forms such as the fairy
story or the folk tale, women explore subversive and radical themes. Christina
Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ (1862) is a poem which begins with an enticing
chorus of market cries, expressed through her characteristically self-effacing
metrical virtuosity, describing the fruit for sale in the fairy market, offering a
succession of sensuous and erotic experiences to the two girls who hear them.
However, it is not the sensuous or the erotic in itself which is a problem—in
fact the sensuous is welcomed—but the fact that this fruit is for sale, its price
and conditions of sale fixed by ‘Goblin men’, arbitrarily withdrawn or offered
for consumption as they alone think fit. Laura suffers the anguish of a sexuality
seen as an object of consumption. Her sister understands how to manoeuvre
in these conditions. Christina Rossetti’s laconic and crystalline lyricism
continued to take such risks throughout her writing life.

These poets, however, are comparatively well known; other equally gifted
writers are not. As an example of the possibilities which await the exploratory
reader one might cite Augusta Webster’s brilliant monologue, “The Happiest
Girl in the World’ (1870), spoken by a newly-engaged girl whose conventional
understanding of her future role as wife gradually exposes its contradictions—
wife, child, mother, mistress, friend, servant—and slowly discloses her own
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insecure and unwilling participation in the role, particularly the role of mother.
Also through the dramatic monologue, Amy Levy deconstructs feminine roles,
but more violently, in poems such as ‘Medea’ (1884), where Medea’s fury
and destructiveness questions conventional paradigms. Lastly, the ambitious
Mathilde Blind, who tackled theological and evolutionary themes in her work,
takes up the problem of violence. One of her most ambitious poems is The
Heather on Fire (1886), a narrative of the clearing of the Highlands in the
early 1830s, recent but forgotten history. It describes the brutalized way in
which the crofters were evicted, seen as animals rather than human beings,
and suggests how a simple category change alters behaviour—‘So let them
een be smoked from out their holes...help to clear away/This stinking rubbish
heap’.

As our own history changes, so our need to reconsider the past changes
too. Twenty years ago, Victorian poetry looked very different, seen as it was
from the ground of high modernism and its preoccupations with the non-
didactic, with the symbol, with the self-referential, the autonomy of art. Now,
as our perception of modernism shifts, and particularly our perception of its
politics and its embroilment with reactionary or fascist thinking, to look back
to Victorian poetry is to see something rather different from the rather stolid
moral and theological categories it appeared to deal with. It is to see a poetry
of great complexity and experiment. In another twenty years, probably sooner,
what is in this chapter may well be re-written in the light of changed
circumstances which alter a reading of history and the meaning of the word
“Victorian’.
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THE FRENCH SYMBOLISTS

CHARLES CHADWICK

Symbolism, as a literary movement, originated in nineteenth-century France
among a generation of poets who were more consciously concerned than
their predecessors had been with expressing and conveying an emotional state
rather than with describing and defining it. The only way of so doing, through
the medium of language, is by finding a symbol, or what T.S.Eliot was to call,
in his 1920 essay on Hamilet, an ‘objective correlative...a set of objects, a
situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular
emotion’ (ed. 1964, p. 61). Stéphane Mallarmé had said much the same thing
thirty years before Eliot in 1891 when he had defined Symbolism, of which he
was one of the chief practitioners, as the art of ‘evoking an object so as to
reveal a mood or, conversely, the art of choosing an object and extracting
from it an “état d’ame™” (ed. 1956, p. 869).

This creation of an emotion in the reader through the medium of its symbolic
representation is, however, only one aspect of nineteenth-century French
Symbolism, what may conveniently be called the personal aspect that remains
on the human plane. There is a second aspect, sometimes called ‘transcendental
Symbolism’, in which images are used as symbols not of the emotions that lie
within us, but of an ideal world to which we aspire and which is attainable
through the medium of poetry. ‘It is through and by means of poetry’, wrote
Baudelaire in his ‘Notes nouvelles sur Edgar Poe’ in 1857, ‘that the soul
perceives the splendours lying beyond the grave’ (ed. 1975, vol. 2, p. 334),
and it was he and his successors who elevated the poet to the rank of priest or
prophet or what Rimbaud, in his celebrated ‘Lettre du voyant’ in May 1871,
called ‘the poet seer’, endowed with the power to see behind and beyond the
objects of the real world to the essences concealed in the ideal world (ed.
1972, p. 251). The purpose of poetry became to create this world outside
reality by a transformation of reality as we know it. Mallarmé defined this
goal in a well-known passage in a preface he wrote in 1886 for the Traité du
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Verbe of his fellow poet René Ghil in which he claimed that he created in his
poetry not any real flower but ‘’absente de tous bouquets’—the essential
flower that is not to be found among any flowers of the world below.

But although the aim of the transcendental symbolist is to go beyond reality,
he must obviously, like the human symbolist, use reality as his starting point
and, again like the human symbolist, shift the focus from the superficial image
to what lies behind it. Mallarmé’s own definition of this process, the concluding
words of which have already been quoted, runs as follows: ‘je dis: une fleur!
et, hors de oubli ot ma voix relégue aucun contour, en tant que quelque
chose d’autre que les calices sus, musicalement se léve, idée méme et suave,
I’absente de tous bouquets’ (ed. 1956, p. 857). Mallarmé thus starts from a
real flower but its actual tangible shape is consigned to oblivion and something
other than a ‘known calyx’ rises from this oblivion, the perfect Idea (in the
Platonic sense) of a flower, the ‘absente de tous bouquets’.

It is significant that in the passage quoted Mallarmé uses the adverb
‘musicalement’, because one of the tenets of Symbolism, of both the human
and the transcendental kind, which further helps to define its meaning, was
the equation between poetry and music in preference to the equation between
poetry and painting or poetry and sculpture that had been current in the
middle of the nineteenth century in France. Music possesses just that quality
of suggestiveness that the symbolists were looking for, and lacks just that
element of precision which words necessarily possess and which the symbolists
wished to avoid. ‘De la musique avant toute chose’ is the celebrated opening
of the ‘Art Poétique’ written in 1874 by Mallarmé’s contemporary Verlaine,
who ended his poem with a peremptory dismissal of everything that does not
possess this vague, suggestive, musical quality, as mere ‘literature’ (ed. 1959,
p.207). Another contemporary, Rimbaud, in his ‘Lettre du voyant’ three years
before, had dismissed in equally peremptory fashion the whole of French
poetry as nothing more than ‘rhymed prose’ (ed. 1972, p. 250).

It was because of this desire to attain the fluidity of music that symbolist
poetry so often refused to conform to accepted conventions as regards
versification. The kind and the degree of freedom practised by the symbolist
poets vary, of course, as we shall see, with the individual. The earliest of
them, Baudelaire, was no great innovator in this respect and Verlaine did
little more than weaken rigid patterns of rhyme and rhythm. Rimbaud, on
the other hand, soon went far beyond the latter’s modest attempts to liberate
French verse and adopted the form of the prose poem. Mallarmé too devised
a startlingly original form for the work he wrote in the last months of his life
in 1897, Un Coup de Dés (ed. 1956, pp. 457-77).

Symbolism can therefore be defined as an attempt to penetrate beyond the
surface of reality in an inward direction so as to create in the reader the
emotion experienced by the poet, or in an outward direction so as to convey
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some sense of the nature of the ideal world. In order thus to get behind reality
there is often a kind of blurring of the foreground imagery so that the reader
can focus more on the thing symbolized than on the symbol. Great emphasis
is also laid on the musical quality of poetry and, because of the wish to attain
a greater fluidity, conventional patterns of rhyme and rhythm are modified or
wholly discarded.

But although all four of the major poets who have been mentioned,
Baudelaire, Verlaine, Rimbaud and Mallarmé, can be described as symbolist
in these general terms, each of them also makes his own individual and
distinctive contribution to Symbolism.

In the case of Baudelaire the double symbolist concept that reality is no more
than a fagade concealing either a world of emotions within the poet or an
ideal world towards which he aspires is associated with the doctrine outlined
in his celebrated sonnet ‘Correspondances’. Sensations, for Baudelaire, do
not remain merely at the level of the senses; they can convey thoughts or
feelings of, for example, corruption, wealth or triumph; and objects are not
merely objects, but are symbols of ideal forms concealed behind them.

There are a number of poems in Baudelaire’s one volume of poetry, Les
Fleurs du Mal, first published in 1857 and followed four years later by a
second, considerably enlarged edition, which illustrate the first of these two
related concepts. ‘Harmonic du Soir’, for example, might appear at first reading
to be simply a description of a landscape since it consists almost entirely of a
series of images—the fading perfume of flowers, the dying note of a violin,
the last rays of the setting sun. The final line, however, “Ton souvenir en moi
luit comme un ostensoir’, standing detached from the rest of the poem, indicates
that the repeated images, all of which possess as a common factor the notion
of something beautiful that has passed away, are in fact objective correlatives
whose purpose is to recreate in the reader the emotion experienced by the
poet at the memory of a past love affair.

Precisely the same process is followed, though with the aim of recreating a
very different emotion, in the first of four poems entitled ‘Spleen’, where all
the images again have a common factor, this time of coldness and death—the
rain pouring down on the cemetery; the town shrouded in mist; the starving
cat; the tolling bell; the smoking fire; the wheezing clock; the dirty pack of
playing cards where, significantly, the knave of hearts and the queen of spades
talk of their long dead love. Again it is the final line—‘causent sinistrement de
leurs amours défunts>—which provides the hint that the purpose of the
preceding images is to make the reader feel the emotion experienced by the
poet dragging out a relationship with his mistress long after it has ceased to
have any warmth and affection.

Human Symbolism of this sort plays a considerable part in Baudelaire’s
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poetry, but perhaps an even more important part is played by transcendental
Symbolism. To some extent the two overlap in that ‘Harmonic du Soir’, for
example, may be said to evoke not only a feeling of total happiness, but also
a picture of paradise—there are several religious terms in the poem which
subtly convey the impression that Baudelaire is recounting an almost mystical
experience. Similarly, ‘Spleen’ may be regarded as depicting a scene from Hell
as well as conveying a mood of black despair. Other poems, however, lay
much greater stress on the endeavour to penetrate beyond reality to another
world. In ‘La Chevelure’, for example, it is not his negro mistress’s hair that
really fascinates Baudelaire, nor even the fact that its jet-black colour and
wavy texture remind him of a voyage he had once made through the Indian
Ocean to Mauritius. What he is really looking for is a non-existent paradise
and it is this for which he finds a symbol in a past memory concealed within
a present reality. Once more there is a common factor to the various images
in the poem and what they transmit to the reader is a notion of eternity and
infinity, conveyed by such expressions as ‘tout un monde absent, lointain,
presque défunt’, ‘un ciel pur ou frémit I’éternelle chaleur’, ‘infinis bercements’,
‘Pazur du ciel immense et rond’ and ‘I’oasis ot je réve’.

Both human Symbolism and transcendental Symbolism in Baudelaire have
been called ‘correspondances verticales’ involving movement, as has been said
earlier, from the surface of reality either inwardly to the poet’s emotions or
outwardly to the ideal world, from sights and sounds and smells to the emotions
or notions they inspire. But there also exist in Baudelaire’s poetry what have
been called ‘correspondances horizontales’ or movements on the same plane
from one physical sensation to another. In the lines from the sonnet
‘Correspondances’ that have been referred to, Baudelaire not only contends
that perfumes can be ‘corrompus, riches et triomphants’, he also claims that
they can have the same quality as the soft feel of children’s flesh, or as the
gentle sound of oboes, or as the green colour of fields. This process of sense
transference, or synaesthesia, is a frequent feature of Les Fleurs du Mal. Thus,
in ‘Harmonic du Soir’, the feelings of past happiness and paradise lost are
conveyed through three images appealing to the three different senses of smell,
hearing and sight. Similarly, in ‘Spleen’ the visual images of the rain, the mist,
and the starving cat are linked to the auditory images of the tolling bell and
the wheezing clock as well as to the olfactory image of the pack of playing
cards ‘plein des sales parfums’.

It was the Baudelairian characteristic of insistently repeating the same thing
in different guises, not infrequently with an actual system of refrains, as in
‘Harmonic du Soir’, that led certain contemporary critics to accuse him of
never managing to say what he wanted to say, and it is a measure of the
originality of Les Fleurs du Mal that such critics should have so signally failed
to understand and appreciate the novelty of the symbolist approach to poetry.
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Verlaine, born in 1844, a generation after Baudelaire, and just beginning
his career as a poet when the latter was at the height of his fame, could not
help but be influenced by Les Fleurs du Mal. Like ‘Harmonic du Soir’ and
‘Spleen’, many of Verlaine’s poems are apparently descriptive, save for some
slight indication that their true purpose is rather different. ‘La lune blanche’,
for example, seems at first sight to paint a picture of moonlight and birdsong
in a wood where the branches of a weeping willow are reflected in the still
waters of a pond. But the detached lines at the end of each verse—O
bienaimée’, ‘Révons, c’est ’heure’ and ‘C’est I’heure exquise’—indicate that
there are two people involved and that it is a tender love poem with the
emotion transmitted via the medium of the symbolic lanscape.

Verlaine thus practises the same kind of human Symbolism as Baudelaire.
But he differs from the older poet in that the transcendental aspect of
Symbolism is largely absent from his work. He lacks Baudelaire’s sustained
imaginative power and his ability to create a compelling picture of the heaven,
or hell, awaiting him. He prefers to indulge his particular and peculiar genius
for conveying his feelings in a few swift strokes sketching out the objects or
events which symbolize those feelings.

A second difference between Baudelaire and Verlaine is that although the
latter adopts, or rather adapts, the former’s technique of repetition, of circling
round the feeling he is trying to put across, his accumulation of images is
much less developed and much less ordered and he is no great user of
‘correspondances horizontales’ or of refrains. Moreover, Baudelaire’s
preference for the majestic, twelve-syllable alexandrine is replaced by a
preference for much shorter lines, often of an uneven length of five or seven
syllables and not infrequently so closely linked grammatically that they cannot
be separated rhythmically, thus giving Verlaine’s poetry a strangely
‘uncomposed’ quality, an extraordinarily casual and intimate tone. But Verlaine
never went beyond these modest innovations to the use of, for example, lines
of an irregular length in an irregular pattern. And although he dismissed rhyme,
in his ‘Art Poétique’, as a cheap trinket—*‘un bijou d’un sou’—he never went
so far as to abandon it completely. He was still enough of a traditionalist to
feel that although verse is not, of course, always poetry, poetry is, nevertheless,
always verse, and it was left to his revolutionary friend Rimbaud to
demonstrate that this is not in fact the case.

As early as May 1871, less than six months after he had published his first
poem, the sixteen-year-old Rimbaud, in his ‘Lettre du voyant’, condemned
the whole of French poetry as mere ‘prose rimée’. What he wanted was a new
form of poetry that would give freer rein to the poet’s genius. ‘JE est un
autre’, he wrote in an oft-quoted if enigmatic phrase that he did, however,
clarify by adding that the poet’s task is to give the initial impulse but then to
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stand aside, simply watching and listening to the unfolding of his thought
(ed. 1972, p. 250). Pushed to its extreme, this principle of allowing the poem
to develop on its own without the conscious intervention of the poet leads to
Surrealism, and Rimbaud is indeed regarded as one of the fountainheads of
this movement which developed in the early years of the twentieth century.
But in the ‘Lettre du voyant’ he is not so much elaborating a fully worked out
theory as expressing a vague feeling of impatience and discontent with the
conventional discipline of verse. The ground was thus prepared for the influence
of Verlaine to exercise the maximum effect when the latter invited Rimbaud
to join him in Paris in September 1871. From that date on Rimbaud introduced
revolutionary techniques at an astonishing rate, soon out-distancing the more
timid older poet. He not only adopts Verlaine’s favourite device of using the
line with an uneven number of syllables, he goes further and mixes lines of
different lengths in an irregular pattern, as in ‘Bonne pensée du matin’. Rhyme
too is treated in cavalier fashion, as in ‘Larme’, where, since he cannot hit on
a proper rhyme for ‘auberge’ he makes do with ‘perche’ and decides that
‘coquillages’ is an adequate echo of ‘vierges’ and that ‘noisetiers’ will suffice
as a very approximate rhyme for ‘villageoises’. In one poem, ‘Banniéres de
mai’, he abandons even the last vestiges of rhyme and writes blank verse,
which had never been a feature of French poetry because the unstressed nature
of the language means that there are no strong rhythmic patterns to be exploited
as in English.

It was no doubt for this reason that Rimbaud moved over to prose in his
Hluminations which he began to write late in 1872 and in most of which all
trace of rhyme and any uniform rhythm has disappeared. Rimbaud achieves
his poetic effects instead by creating changing rhythmic patterns that ebb and
flow with the movement of the passage and by piling brilliant and unexpected
images one on top of the other, as in the following evocation of a moment of
ecstatic happiness which, with its closely related rhythmic groups, is not yet
too far removed from blank verse: ‘J’ai tendu des cordes de clocher; des
guirlandes de fenétre a fenétre; des chaines d’or a étoile; et je danse’ (‘Phrases’).
Though typically Rimbauldian in its directness and brevity, this ‘poéme en
prose’ with its accumulation of unexplained images to translate an emotion is
clearly related to Baudelaire’s more elaborate ‘Harmonic de Soir’ and to
Verlaine’s more conventional ‘La lune blanche’.

It was not only in the domain of human Symbolism, in the realm of the
emotions, that Rimbaud adopted and extended the techniques used by the
two older poets. As regards transcendental Symbolism, too, where he plays a
much more important role than Verlaine, who entirely lacks his intellectual
strength, Rimbaud conveys to the reader a vivid impression of the nature of
his ideal world without ever analysing it. This is the case even with one of his
relatively early and relatively conventional poems, which is no doubt the
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best-known of all his works, ‘Le Bateau Ivre’. This could be read simply as an
account of its travels by a personified boat drifting wildly out of control, but
the real meaning of the poem, like that of Baudelaire’s ‘La Chevelure’, lies in
the extraordinary accumulation of images with a common factor that
insistently build up, not a description, but an impression of the paradise the
poet is seeking.

Rimbaud’s paradise, however, is not the quiet and peaceful refuge that
Baudelaire longs for. On the contrary, it is a world of violence and tumult and
above all of total freedom. The function of the image of the boat plunging
rudderless through countless seas, dancing like a cork on the waves,
encountering giant serpents and sea monsters, icebergs and waterspouts, is to
make the reader feel the intense excitement and almost delirious happiness
that Rimbaud had in fact already experienced on the two or three occasions
he had run away from home some months before. Although at that date
Rimbaud, unlike Baudelaire, had never even seen the sea, his world of
imagination was as vivid as Baudelaire’s world of memory. But this capacity
to re-mould reality did not last. In the summer of 1873 Rimbaud wrote Une
Saison en Enfer, looking back with bitterness on the previous months which
he had at first conceived as a season in heaven with himself playing the role of
the creator. What he had previously called ‘the sacred disorder of my mind’
he now describes as a delirium—‘Délires’ is indeed the title of one of the
central chapters of Une Saison en Enfer. Similarly one of the subtitles of the
same chapter, ‘Alchimie du Verbe’, implies that his one-time belief that the
power of the word could change base metal into gold was as foolish as the
dream of the medieval alchemists. But if Rimbaud lacked the patience and
firmness of purpose steadfastly to pursue his goal, the last of the symbolist
poets, Stéphane Mallarmé, possessed those qualities to a remarkable degree
and persisted throughout his life in his attempts to attain his world.

Mallarmé’s theory of transcendental Symbolism sprang originally from the same
sense of dissatisfaction with reality as Baudelaire and Rimbaud experienced,
but he soon found that, unlike them, he could not simply take refuge in some
exotic memory or vision of an ideal world. If there was an alternative to reality
then it must, in Mallarmé’s view, be capable of rational definition. But when he
turned the cold light of reason upon the question of the existence of an ideal
world he at first came to the conclusion that beyond the real world there lies
nothing but an empty void, and several of his letters at this time contain allusions
to ‘le Néant’ and ‘le Rien qui est la vérité’. But he soon passed beyond this first
conclusion to a second conclusion—that the ideal world lies hidden in the empty
void, that ‘I’infini’ is contained within ‘le néant’.

This is the theme of what is probably the key poem in the whole of
Mallarmé’s work, a sonnet he wrote in 1868 about an empty room in which
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there are only two objects, an onyx statuette serving as a candle holder in
which someone’s dreams have been burned, and a mirror near to the window
facing north in which, in the final line of the sonnet, rise up the reflections of
the seven stars of the constellation of the Great Bear (ed. 1956, pp. 68-9).
Like the poems of Baudelaire, Verlaine and Rimbaud, this could be taken as a
purely descriptive poem, but bearing in mind that its original title was ‘Sonnet
allégorique de lui-méme’ and taking account also of Mallarmé’s ideas, there
can be no doubt that the images are symbolic of the process of attaining the
ideal world. Apart from the destructive candle-flame the only object in the
room is the mirror, which has no existence in itself but merely serves to reflect
and underline the total emptiness. Yet, having stressed the notion of ‘le néant’
throughout the first thirteen lines of the sonnet, in the very last line there is a
sudden and magical change as, in the empty surface of the mirror facing
north through the open window, rises the symbol of ‘I’infini’, the huge
constellation which dominates the sky beyond.

But in this celebrated sonnet Mallarmé is not only reiterating, in poetic
and symbolic form, his conviction that the ideal world can be conjured up out
of the void, he is also giving some indication of the lines along which he was
working in order to create his absent world. For example, the constellation of
the Great Bear is never named, nor is even the word ‘star’ ever used, so that in
a sense it is wrong to say that at the end of the poem the constellation of the
Great Bear appears in the mirror; what actually appear are seven sparkling
points of light created by Mallarmé, seven stars absent, one might say, from
any known sky. Furthermore, not only does Mallarmé offer the visual image
of seven mysterious points of light appearing in an empty room, but he conveys
a similar impression by auditive means in that the rhyme scheme, which is an
astonishing tour de force, is based exclusively on the two rhymes ‘yx’ and
‘or’, the one being the phonetic transcription in French of the letter ‘x’, the
universally accepted symbol for the unknown, the non-existent, and the other
having as its primary meaning ‘gold’, the generally accepted symbol for the
ideal world, as in ‘Eldorado’ and ‘the golden age’.

To create something from nothing in this extraordinarily complex way, to
use all the resources of language, not to describe a reality which already exists
outside the poem, but to create a new, hitherto non-existent reality, is a daunting
task and one which Mallarmé never carried through to a successful conclusion.
The few poems he wrote between 1868 and his death in 1898, totalling only
about thirty, most of them sonnets, are incidental poems or what he himself
modestly called ‘preliminary studies’. Several of these poems, like the ‘sonnet
en yx’ (as it is sometimes called), deal with his attempts to create his new
reality, but others deal with one particular variation on the theme of ‘I’infini
du néant>—that of eternal life arising out of death. Most of the latter are
elegies to well-known literary figures of the time—Poe, Gautier, Baudelaire
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and Verlaine—and they follow the usual elegiac pattern of proclaiming that
although the poet is dead he continues to live on in his work.

There was, however, a period, between 1885 and 1890, when he temporarily
turned to less intellectual pleasures, while still continuing nevertheless to write
poetry, and poetry of the same kind in that he still aimed at suggesting rather
than describing. Just as the first line of the ‘Sonnet allégorique de lui-méme’
ends with the sound ‘yx’ and the last line with sound ‘or’, so one of his love
sonnets (ed. 1956, p. 53) begins with the words ‘la chevelure’ and ends with
the word ‘torche’, and in between these two poles Mallarmé twists and turns
his syntax so as to cram into the fourteen lines of the poem an astonishing
number of words evocative of light and warmth—‘flamme’, ‘occident’,
‘diademe’, ‘couronne’, ‘foyer’, ‘or’, ‘ignition’, ‘few’, joyaw’, ‘astres’, ‘fulgrante’,
‘rubis’ and ‘écorche’. But what he thus manages to convey, by a process of
repetition far more intensive than anything Baudelaire and Verlaine had ever
used, is an inner feeling rather than an ideal form, which means that in the
late 1880s he changed from being a transcendental symbolist into being a
human symbolist. His purpose is to re-create in the reader, through a visual
impression of the flame-like quality of his mistress’s flowing red hair, the
warm sense of well-being and the radiant feeling of happiness he experiences
in the presence of this joyeuse et tutélaire torche’.

In the last few years of his life Mallarmé returned to his preoccupation
with the ideal world while continuing to experiment with the form of his
poetry. The tortured syntax and lack of punctuation which make his sonnets
so difficult at first to understand is extended still further in an extraordinarily
revolutionary work written in 1897, the year before his death. Here the main
clause, ‘Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard’, is printed in bold capitals
with the words irregularly spaced over some twenty pages which are treated
as double pages so that the sentence flows across from the left-hand pages to
the right-hand pages, as do a number of subordinate clauses, some in smaller
capitals, some in italics and some in ordinary lettering, which are interspersed
among the words of the main clause (ed. 1956, pp. 457-77). In devising this
complex and intricate system Mallarmé was clearly breaking away from the
restraints of conventional forms of expression even more perhaps than
Rimbaud, but in a conscious and controlled fashion that was the very opposite
of the method adopted by his fellow symbolist.

Although Symbolism, as it has been defined in this essay, is limited to four
major French poets of the last half of the nineteenth century who, despite the
differences between them, shared many of the same purposes and the same
practices, certain aspects of Symbolism were taken up by other writers both
inside and outside France. The technical innovations of the symbolists, for
example, held a particular fascination for Gustave Kahn, the great advocate
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of free verse in the closing years of the nineteenth century in France, and for
René Ghil, the founder of the ‘école instrumentiste’, who pushed to extremes
the notion of musicality and the importance of the sheer sound of words. The
greatest name in this respect, however, is that of Paul Valéry who, as regards
the form of his poems, although not their content, is very much the heir of
Baudelaire and Mallarmé. It was he who defined poetry as ‘cette hesitation
prolongée entre le son et le sens’ (ed. 19635, vol. 2, p. 637) and the poems of
Charmes, first published in 1922, make an audacious use of assonance,
alliteration, internal rhymes and other devices which are as important as the
actual meaning. Other writers were more attracted by the anti-reality side of
Symbolism, either looking sardonically at human existence, like Jules Laforgue,
or turning away from it in a particular direction, like Isidore Ducasse, better
known under his pseudonym of Lautréamont, who, in his Chants de Maldoror
(1868), plunged into a disturbing nightmare world.

The largest and most important category of writers, however, turned away
from reality with an optimistic attitude. The theatre, in particular, seemed to
lend itself to this idealist side of Symbolism. In 18635, at an early stage in his
career, Mallarmé had attempted two unusual verse dramas, L’Apres-midi d’un
Faune and Hérodiade, both of which are entirely divorced from reality and
create a strange atmosphere of mystery and hallucination. At the same time
Wagner’s recreation in his operas of the mysterious world of medieval legend
exerted enormous influence in France in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, particularly with the founding, in 1885, of the Revue Wagnérienne,
and did much to encourage dramatists to abandon realism in the theatre.
Three of the most notable of them were Villiers de I'Isle Adam, with his plays
Elén, Morgane and Axel, published in 1865, 1866 and 1890 respectively,
whose titles alone suffice to indicate their strong Wagnerian influence; Maurice
Maeterlinck, with such plays as La Princesse Maleine (1889), Les Aveugles
(1890) and Pelléas et Mélisande (1892) in which mysterious hidden forces are
at work; and Paul Claudel, whose epic dramas such as Partage de Midi and
Le Soulier de Satin, written in the early years of the twentieth century although
not actually staged until much later, are concerned with the great Christian
issues of sin and redemption. The idealist side of Symbolism can be discerned
in the novel as well as the theatre, in Villiers de 'Isle Adam’s L’Eve future
(1886), for example, looking forward, as the title implies, to a new paradise,
or J.K. Huysmans’s nove A Rebours, published in 1884, whose hero lives in
an exotic, artificial world of jewels and perfumes not unrelated to the one of
which Baudelaire had dreamed. The greatest novelist in whom the influence
of Symbolism can no doubt be detected (although the concept of the symbolist
novel is not one which has ever made any great headway among literary
historians) is, however, Marcel Proust who, from 1913 to 1922, wrote his
novel A la recherche du temps perdu. Just as Jeanne Duval’s hair awakens in
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Baudelaire memories of his trip to the tropics, and just as this fusion of past
memory with present reality creates for him ‘I’oasis ou je réve’, so Proust
tastes the little cake called a ‘madeleine’ he had tasted as a child and all the
memories of his early days in Illiers, the village near Chartres which he calls
Combray in the novel, come flooding back to him, purified and crystallized
by the passage of time; or he steps on an uneven paving stone, similar to the
one he has stepped on in Venice many years before and those forgotten and
even, at the time, unnoticed days, suddenly come to life for him. ‘Je dis: une
fleur!” Mallarmé had said, ‘et hors de I’oubli...se leéve I’absente de tous
bouquets’; similarly, from behind the vast panorama of Parisian society that
Proust depicts in A la recherche du temps perdu, emerges a new and fascinating
world situated, as the final words of the novel put it, not in space but in time.

While Symbolism was thus having its effect upon writers in France it was
also making an impact in other countries. Among English writers, or to be
more accurate, writers in English, the idealist side of Symbolism made a
particular appeal to W.B.Yeats who, from his early twenties, was interested in
the occult and in the world of Irish legend. Although his knowledge of French
was slight, he acknowledged his debt to Villiers de I’Isle Adam’s Axel and
must have known of the other French symbolists through his friend Arthur
Symons whose book The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899) names
Yeats as their principal heir. Yeats’s imagery is, of course, very much his own,
but ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, for example, can nevertheless be said to belong to
the same kind of poetry as Baudelaire’s ‘Le Voyage’, Rimbaud’s ‘Le Bateau
Ivre’ and Mallarmé’s ‘Un Coup de Dés’ in that all these works, through an
accumulation of powerful images, create an impression of the spiritual goal
each poet is seeking. T.S.Eliot, on the other hand, might be described as a
transcendental symbolist of a pessimistic bent, seeing life as a waste land, a
‘correspondance de Penfer’ rather than a ‘correspondance du ciel’, a kindred
spirit to Baudelaire once the latter had sunk from T’idéal’ to ‘le spleen’. He
might also be described as a human Symbolist in his use of imagery not simply
for the sake of making his descriptions more powerful, but so as to create a
mood, again in the manner of Baudelaire.

German literature was also influenced by French Symbolism, especially as
regards the work of Rainer Maria Rilke, who acknowledged the debt he owed
to Paul Valéry, and Stefan George, who was deeply impressed by Mallarmé
whom he met during the time he spent in Paris during the last decade of the
nineteenth century. In Russia, too, a number of writers in the 1890s and in
the early years of the twentieth century enthusiastically adopted the ideas of
the French symbolists. Some leaned towards human Symbolism, such as
Bryusov who wrote in 1894, in his introduction to Russian Symbolists, that
‘the Symbolist tries to arouse in the reader by the melody of his verse a
particular mood’ (in West, 1970, p. 108), while others were transcendental
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symbolists, such as Volynsky who wrote in 1900, in an essay on ‘Decadence
and Symbolism’ in The Battle for Idealism, that ‘Symbolism is the fusion of
the phenomenal and divine worlds in artistic representation’ (in West, 1970,
p. 108). The repercussions of French Symbolism were thus extensive. It may
well be that they have not yet ceased to reverberate and that the strangely real
yet unreal world of so many works of literature written at the present time,
the way in which they try to create an emotional state rather than to put
across an intellectual message, and the unconventional forms which they so
often take will be seen, in future years, to be indebted in no small measure to
the symbolist poetry of late nineteenth-century France.
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MODERN POETRY

JOHN LUCAS

Attempts to define modernism are necessarily contentious. Should we try to
bracket it within certain dates, pin it down to place, identify it by formal and
stylistic concerns, or link it to particular ideological positions? Is it an extension
of earlier movements, such as Romanticism, or a repudiation of them? Merely
to put the questions is to indicate that a short essay cannot hope to deal
satisfactorily with the many issues they raise. Such questions do, however, make
clear that the blanket term ‘modern poetry’ inevitably covers a number of widely
divergent poets and poetic enterprises. Like the modernism of which it is a part,
it is far less homogeneous than has sometimes been assumed. And as it is almost
certainly better to speak of ‘modernisms’ rather than the abstractive ‘modernism’,
so the all-inclusive phrase ‘modern poetry’ is probably less satisfactory than the
more cumbersome but also more enabling term ‘modern poetries’.

There is, though, one generalization which does less harm than most. It is
that modernism was born at the stroke of a pen with mass commodity culture.
The usefulness of this statement, when applied to poetry, is that it signals the
determination of a number of writers to try to resist the incorporation of their
poetry into a culture which would treat it as merely consumable matter. This
is not to say that they succeeded. There is virtually nothing that cannot end
up on the coffee-table. Nevertheless, the works I have in mind, and which
may be said to constitute the canon of modern poetry, are made as
unassimilable as possible. Hence, the “difficulty’ of such poetry. Hence, too,
the accepted split between the popular and the good. This split was eloquently
traced by Henry James, in an essay on ‘The Art of Fiction’ ([1884] 1957).
Disputing what he saw to be a growing orthodoxy, one which took for granted
that fiction ‘should either be instructive or amusing’, James insisted that the
writer’s ultimate responsibility must be to his art and not to its consumers.
His impassioned, resourceful defence of the right of the novelist to consider
only the needs of his work became one of the central dogmas of modern
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poets, especially Ezra Pound and T.S.Eliot. Like James, the two poets were
American émigrés. Both of them were intense admirers of James’s art and
theoretical writings. Neither, however, saw anything to admire in the poetry
of pre-Great War England, which was the poetry they were introduced to as
soon as they arrived here, Pound in 1908, Eliot six years later. This is not to
be wondered at. English poetry at that time was for the most part dull, often
technically incompetent, and the poets who produced it exuded a deep
complacency which was bound to be anathema to Pound and Eliot.

For the two Americans, as for all writers who can be claimed as modernists,
the true artist was to be a critic of consumerist society. He had to be, given
that modern society was indifferent to art and therefore ‘civilization’ and
‘culture’. These terms are in quotation marks because they are intended to
direct attention towards a central tension in modern poetry (and therefore
modernism as a whole). The poet as social critic develops in one of two,
fundamentally opposed, directions. He may see himself (and it is nearly always
a ‘he’) as an upholder of civilized values which lie ‘rooted” in the past; or he
may identify with emergent forces, the full realization of which lies in the
future. As is well known, a number of modern poets were strongly attracted
to the kind of reactionary politics whose most extreme form is Fascism. Others
committed themselves to progressive politics: to socialism and Marxism. What
they had in common was disaffection with the present, and it was this that
did more than anything to define both the content and the formal
considerations of what is usually thought of as modern poetry.

The place where disaffection most clearly showed itself, and where the
divergences between writers most powerfully emerged, was the city. The city
was to modernism what the Copernican revolution had been to the
Renaissance: it changed everything. Space, time, language, human relationships
and personal identity—they were all profoundly altered by the experience of
the city. As Raymond Williams has argued in his seminal essay “The Metropolis
and the Emergence of Modernism’, the metropolis was where new social and
economic cultural relations, beyond both city and nation in their older senses,
were beginning to be formed (Williams, 19835, p. 20). If in the remainder of
this essay I continue to use the word ‘city’ rather than ‘metropolis’ it is not
because I am unmindful of Williams’s distinction, but simply because by and
large modern poets did not themselves make use of the latter term. The result
was that in calling this bewildering new reality by an old term they added to
the bewilderment.

There had, it is true, been earlier attempts to cope with the accretion of
phenomena and responses to it which produced the experience of the city. But
in most cases, and in England certainly, this amounted to little more than
writing the city off. This is essentially the tactic adopted by James Thomson
(‘B.V.’) in his poem ‘The City of Dreadful Night’ (1870—4). Thomson sees the
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unnamed city (it is presumably based on London) as a phantasmagoric vision
of hell, without purpose or meaning. In a typical stanza he notes:

The world rolls round for ever like a mill;

It grinds out death and life and good and ill;

It has no purpose, heart or mind or will.
(Thomson, 1899, p. 20)

This attitude was characteristic of many later nineteenth-century writers, and
it led to the position adopted by Gerard Manley Hopkins. Writing to his
friend Robert Bridges in 1878, Hopkins told him that ‘My muse turned utterly
sullen in the Sheffield smoke-ridden air’ (ed. Abbott, 1970, p. 84). Hopkins
did, however, write one poem about the city. “Tom’s Garland’ (written 1887),
which is subtitled ‘upon the Unemployed’, shows how difficult, not to say
impossible, Hopkins found the task of confronting the city experience, although
there is no reason to doubt that the poem testifies accurately enough to the
only way he knew of finding terms for it:

This by Despair, bred Hangdog dull; by Rage,
Manwolf, worse; and their packs infest the age.
(Hopkins, ed., 1967, p. 103)

Here, by means of a trope which was becoming a contemporary cliché, Hopkins
turns the unemployed into animals. His loathing of city life is nourished by the
thin gruel of crude social Darwinism. The struggle for survival in the city breeds
degeneracy. The survival of the fittest means the triumph of the bestial.

I do not claim Hopkins as a modern poet. But the language of the closing lines of
‘Tom’s Garland’ points us to a phenomenon which is undoubtedly a quasi-modern
response of the individual in the city. It is of rejection, which then modulates into a
sense of alienation, and which in its turn can modulate into paranoia. In the city the
otherness of others becomes a threat. Because they are unknown they constitute a
visible expression of what is always unknowable; the city’s dark, secret places, its
‘infestation’ by crowds of men and women who do not have the interests of the city
as a whole at heart. But then the city is not and cannot be whole. You cannot apply
such terms as ‘rooted’ or ‘organic’ to it. It is the opposite of a genuine community.
Hence the individual’s feeling of alienation from the city crowds. Baudelaire was
probably the first great poet to recognize and exploit this feeling. In his essay ‘On
Some Motifs in Baudelaire’, Walter Benjamin quotes from a letter in which the poet
refers to ‘shocks of consciousness” which come to those ‘who are at home in the
giant cities and the web of the numberless interconnecting relationships’. He then
comments that there are two insights to be derived from this letter:

For one thing it tells us about the close connection in Baudelaire between the
figure of shock and contact with the metropolitan masses. For another, it tells
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us what was really meant by the masses. They do not stand for classes or any
sort of collective; rather, they are nothing but the amorphous crow of passers-
by, the people in the street.

(Benjamin, 1973, p. 167)

Benjamin notes that this is the new experience of the city, the experience
which Engels recorded of London in his Condition of the Working Class in
England in 1844: ‘The greater the number of people that are packed into a
tiny space, the more repulsive and offensive becomes the brutal indifference,
the unfeeling concentration of each person on his private affairs’ (Engels,
[1845] 1969, p. 58).

Here, however, we must note that Engels reacts very much as the shocked,
even outraged, bourgeois male. Behind his remarks there is a real sense of
grievance that his social status was not registered by the crowd. But this can
become a characteristic deployment of modern consciousness, although in
such consciousness, and operating as a mode of definition, the recognition of
one’s anonymity is accompanied less by outrage than by self-deprecating irony.
This is the tone which later French poets such as Corbiére and Laforgue
develop. Its fullest expression is to be found in the poetry of T.S.Eliot.

At this point it will be obvious that I am crossing national boundaries. This,
too, may legitimately be claimed as distinctively modern. By the same token, of
course, English poetry at the end of the nineteenth century is almost entirely
backward-looking, and this is so whether we consider its forms, its language or
its subject-matter. Thomson and Hopkins apart, the only attempts to write
about the city come in the 1890s with such poets as Ernest Dowson, Arthur
Symons and Richard Le Gallienne; and what they have to offer amounts to
little more than milk-and-water impressionism. For the rest, the city might never
have existed. England continues to be identified in terms of rural values and
there is a general sense that a ‘rooted’ society is alive and well. This is endlessly
reiterated by Alfred Austin, Poet Laureate from 1896 to 1913. It follows that
the best English poets of the time, Thomas Hardy and Edward Thomas, searched
out the inadequacies of this myth and registered their dissatisfactions with it.

This is why T.S.Eliot must come at the centre of any account of modern
poetry. As an outsider, the immigrant in the city, Eliot was able to register its
impact as no English poet of the time could do. And as a visitor to Europe he
recognized that French poets had accustomed themselves to confront city
experiences. This is hardly to be wondered at. After 1789 French poets were
unlikely to be tied to a myth of rooted, rural values. Certainly Baudelaire’s
fascination with the city, and the blend of attraction and repulsion which
characterizes the attitude he adopts in his city poems, became hugely influential
for later nineteenth-century French poetry. In that he emigrated to the city,
Eliot was typical of his period. But his particular American longing for a
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rooted culture created within him tensions—between the old and the new, the
rooted and the rootless—that are a decisive expression of modernist poetry.

Like James before him, Eliot came to Europe to escape from the ‘unformed’
society of America. In a famous letter to William Dean Howells, in which he
defended his right to settle in Europe, James remarked that ‘it is on manners,
customs, usages, habits, forms, upon all things matured and established that
anovelist lives’ (ed. Lubbock, 1920, vol. 1, p. 72). James chose to see European
culture, and English culture in particular, as virtually fixed in amber. His
gradual disillusionment with this dream of fixedness led to the novels of the
1880s and 1890s, beginning with The Princess Casamassima, a prolonged
lament for the loss of a favoured culture and its usurpation by ‘new vulgarity’,
where the ‘new’ is typically associated with the city and its brash, anonymous
energies. This sets the pattern for Pound and Eliot.

As a graduate student at Harvard, Eliot was taught by Josiah Royce, whose
The Problem of Christianity (1913) he certainly knew. There, Royce remarks
that

The psychological unity of many selves in one community is bound up...with
the consciousness of some lengthy social process which has occurred, or is at
least supposed to have occurred. And the wealthier the memory of the community
is, and the vaster the historical processes which it regards as belonging to its
life, the richer—other things being equal—is its consciousness that it is a
community, that its members are somehow made one in and through and with
its own life.

(in Gray, 1982, p. 97)

Royce inevitably focused his idea of community on Europe, and this idea was
widely shared among those Americans who looked with dismay on what they
regarded as the ‘rootlessness’ of their own society.

This is why the shock of European and English actualities produced so
powerful a reaction in Eliot, as they did in Pound. And what more than
anything shocked them was the Great War, that cataclysm for which, in James’s
grieving words, ‘the treacherous years’ had been preparing. The war enforced
an awakening to disillusionment with the dream of culture.

In a sense, Eliot was already adjusted to the possibilities of disillusionment.
The Laforguian ironies of “The Love Song of J.Alfred Prufrock’ (1917) allow
him to touch on the painful, comically self-aware insufficiencies of the near-
invisible flaneur who wanders the city streets and whose self-alienation, and
alienation from the threatening others, is registered as a series of fibrillations
of consciousness: ‘I should have been a pair of ragged claws/Scuttling across
the floors of silent seas’ (Eliot, 1963, p. 15). Not even a whole crab, merely
the claws. Even if we suppose that Prufrock’s thoughts drift in this direction
as he contemplates his feet moving through a city street (or imagines that the
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men leaning from hotel windows will see him in this way), the image, comic,
self-disgusted, rueful, inevitably produces a sense of someone who doesn’t fit,
who wants only to hide, who cannot connect to a culture, a community. The
tone of ‘Prufrock’ comes close to Arthur Symons’s account of Laforgue’s
characteristic tone: “The verse is alert, troubled, swaying, deliberately uncertain,
hating rhetoric so piously that it prefers, and finds its piquancy in, the
ridiculously obvious’ (Symons, [1899] 1958, p. 56). Eliot had read Symons’s
Symbolist Movement in Literature from which that remark comes, and he
would have known of Laforgue’s habitual concern with a poetry of missed or
deferred opportunities. That, though, was centred on individual consciousness.
The war seemed to justify an extension of the concern to an entire culture.

In Hugh Selwyn Mauberley (1919-20) Ezra Pound spat out his disgust at
a culture on whose behalf so many had died. They had been killed

For an old bitch gone in the teeth

For a botched civilization

For two gross of broken statues,

For a few thousand battered books.
(Pound, 1952, p. 200)

Pound’s idea of a civilization is an insistently literary one, not merely because
he implies that a few thousand battered books can act as metonym for a
civilization, but more importantly because for him Europe is a kind of cultural
museum. Like James, Pound saw Europe from the standpoint of an outsider
who was determined to find in it ‘traditional sanctity and loveliness’. The
words are in fact Yeats’s, from ‘Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931°, but they can
fairly be used to identify Pound’s ideal of a fast-rooted culture which has been
wantonly destroyed. In the last analysis this is as maunderingly sentimental
as later lines in which Pound produces an image of ‘civilized” values:

To have, with decency, knocked
That a Blunt should open
To have gathered from the air a live tradition
or from a fine old eye the unconquered flame
This is not vanity.

(Pound, 1964, p. 557)

It takes considerable innocence—to put it mildly—to see in that disreputable,
womanizing, and exceedingly minor poet Wilfrid Scawen Blunt a live tradition,
let alone a tradition that deserves to survive. These lines, which conclude
Canto 81, are however to be expected from one for whom modernism means
essentially resistance to the contemporary. It is therefore of the utmost
importance that we understand how Pound’s editorializing helped to shape
The Waste Land as a distinctively modern poem.
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Thanks to the Facsimile and Transcript edition of Eliot’s poem, which
Valerie Eliot edited and published in 1971, we can now see that the version of
The Waste Land published in 1922 is in many ways different from the poem
Eliot intended. Or—since it is not quite clear what he did intend—we can say
that the scraps and fragments he gave to Pound were turned by his friend, ‘Il
miglior fabbro’, into one of the major texts of modernism. Eliot’s sly disclaimer
is well known:

Various critics have done me the honour to interpret the poem in terms of
criticism of the contemporary world, have considered it, indeed, as an important
bit of social criticism. To me it was only the relief of a personal and wholly
insignificant grouse against life; it is just a piece of rhythmical grumbling.

(in Valerie Eliot, 1971, p. 1)

It was always a great deal more than that. Yet there can be no doubt that
Pound’s editorializing not only improved the poem, it gave it a focus which had
previously been lacking. At Pound’s suggestion, Eliot cut passages, altered others,
and in a sense re-jigged the entire poem. The title he had proposed for his piece
of rhythmical grumbling had been ‘He Do the Police in Different Voices’, a
remark taken from Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend, where it is spoken by an old
woman about the brain-damaged youth she lovingly looks after. For Eliot to
want to use the remark draws attention to his poem’s ventriloquism, its
kaleidoscopic arrangement of voices. But it also, more troublingly, hints at mental
problems in the person who ‘does’ the voices. Eliot suffered a nervous breakdown
and had spent some time recuperating at Margate (‘On Margate sands./I can
connect/Nothing with nothing’). The poem had originally opened with a long,
semi-drunken monologue, in which a man talks of a succession of late-night
gate-crashing parties, at clubs, houses. In its suggestion of febrile, joyless
hedonism this rather remarkably anticipates the 1920s diaries of Evelyn Waugh.
It also serves to locate the poem in terms of hysterical or viciously self-destructive
behaviour, which may then turn it towards self-reflexivity, so that we may with
reason anticipate that the real subject of the poem is the narrator with which it
begins. By cancelling this passage, so that the poem as we have it now begins
with the famous ‘April is the cruellest month’, Pound sees to it that The Waste
Land feels to be more objectively about post-war society.

One explanation for Pound’s decision may lie in his preference for image
over argument. He had been at the centre of—some would say the inspiration
for—the imagist movement of a decade earlier. The imagists had argued that
poetry needed to be freed of all the inessential trappings with which Victorian
poets had encumbered it and as a result of which contemporary poetry,
absorbing this bad influence, was hopelessly defective: soft, woolly, padded.
In his famous essay ‘Romanticism and Classicism’, T.E.Hulme, a leading
theoretician of the imagist movement, announced that it was essential to prove
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‘that beauty may be in small, dry things’; and he pronounced the great aim
for future poets as being the achievement of ‘accurate, precise and definite
description’. This led him to prophesy that ‘a period of dry, hard, classical
verse is coming’ (Hulme, [1912] 1960, pp. 132-3). The Waste Land is not an
imagist poem, but it may be said to owe a great deal to imagist ideas and
tactics, the more so in view of Pound’s editorial endeavours.

It is not difficult to see why Imagism should have appealed to Pound, nor
why its influence rubbed off on Eliot. Imagism appears to offer a way out of a
dilemma confronting the modern poet, who would wish to comment on the
bewilderingly complex and confused world in which he finds himself—
epitomized by the city—and yet for whom the bewilderment may well owe
more to his own alienation than to the phenomena he experiences. He cannot
know what it is that he sees, nor how to judge it, and if this is so he is denied his
subject. Imagism, however, seems to resolve this problem. By providing, without
comment, a series of conceivably discrete images, as though the poet’s perceiving
eye has the implacable objectivity of a camera, the poem, as an imagistic cluster,
invites its readers to look at what it offers and judge for themselves.

The intention of the imagistic poem is, then, to offer as dispassionately as
possible an account of the world ‘out there’. In The Waste Land this
dispassionate recording is the responsibility of Tiresias. It is he who witnesses
the coupling of the typist and the clerk, he who listens in to the neurasthenic
wife or mistress complaining of her isolation, he who hears the women in the
pub. From this it is a short step to making Tiresias the wise truth-teller of the
horrors of twentieth-century life, so that the poem he utters is granted its
status because, in the words of Cleanth Brooks, ‘the fact that men have lost
the knowledge of good and evil, keeps them from being alive, and is the
justification for viewing the modern waste land as a realm in which the
inhabitants do not even exist’ (1965, p. 138). Other critics might not press
the claim with Brooks’s bland confidence, but with some notable exceptions
The Waste Land was commonly agreed to be a great, diagnostic poem about
the post-war world. This is why Eliot’s use of echo, quotation and allusion
have been so often granted an unchallengeable authority. Delmore Schwartz,
for example, could say that these features of the poem are an ‘inevitable habit
of mind, a habit which issues in judgement and the representation of different
levels of experience, past and present’ (1967, p. 279).

Yet the objectivity claimed for Imagism by its adherents is false. (The camera
can deceive, and it makes a difference who chooses to point it, and how.) A
glance at Eliot’s Poems 1920 raises a number of awkward questions about
The Waste Land’s presumed objectivity, its imagistic power of diagnostic
confrontation with European society, and therefore about Eliot’s capacity for
judgement. In the first place, it is evident from these poems that Eliot finds
heterosexual relationships disgusting. In the second, it is obvious that he is
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rabidly anti-Semitic. There is no space here to enlarge on these statements,
but the evidence abounds notably in such poems as “Whispers of Immortality’,
‘Sweeney Among the Nightingales’, and ‘Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein
with a Cigar’. One particular aspect of Eliot’s anti-Semitism does, however,
require comment. Here are some crucial lines from ‘Gerontion’, the poem
with which the 1920 volume opens:

My house is a decayed house,

And the Jew squats on the window sill, the owner,

Spawned in some estaminet of Antwerp,

Blistered in Brussels, patched and peeled in London.
(Eliot, 1963, p. 39)

Jewishness here is explicitly connected to the rootlessness of modern life. The
imagery invites us to accept that the modern city is characterized by the virtual
collapse of the house as a symbol of continuity. The agent of this collapse is
the Jew. In other words, Eliot contrasts contemporary rootlessness—by
implication at least—with the rootedness of a past culture whose dominant
symbol was the Great, or country, House.

Eliot was by no means alone in identifying the breakdown of cultural vitality
in terms of the loss of values associated with the Great House. We have seen
Pound knocking ‘with decency’ at Blunt’s door. Yeats repeatedly lamented
the fate of Coole Park, the house in the west of Ireland where his patroness
and friend Lady Augusta Gregory lived and worked. This symbol of the Great
House and its ‘rootedness’ is at the heart of that tragic account of social
history in which a cultural continuum is disrupted by forces at work within
history, so those who mourn its passing insist. These forces break in upon the
Great House and turn it to a ‘shapeless mound’. Yeats, however, does not try
to equate those forces with Jewishness. Instead, he reads into the history of
his times an inevitability of breakdown, whose signs and shows are everywhere:
in the fact of the Great War, the Russian Revolution, the Irish Civil War. Yeats
sees all these manifestations, and more beside, as decisive evidence that Western
civilization is about to enter on a new era:

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born.
(Yeats, 1950, p. 211)

Eliot’s anti-Semitism may have been partly activated by Action Francaise, a
reactionary group of French writers and intellectuals with whose work he was
familiar. It may also owe something to Pound. But his insidious suggestion that
the modern waste land is somehow caused by Jews is all his own. Not that it
actually surfaces in The Waste Land itself (although Pound cut a passage of
Popeian pastiche in which Eliot writes of a London society lady recalling her
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visit to ‘Lady Kleinwurm’s party’ before she plunges into a bath where ‘Odours,
confected by the cunning French,/Disguise the good old hearty female stench’).
The politics of The Waste Land are, however, very definitely of a piece with
Action Frangaise. Eliot, that is, is profoundly anti-democratic. He refuses to
allow his city characters, especially the women in the pub and the typist and
clerk, to escape from the insistent dehumanizing of Tiresias’s disgust. (The latter
pair were even more degraded in the draft version.) Like Eliot’s Jew they are
spawned and spawn with, at most, the ecstasy of animals. And this is why the
pretence that the The Waste Land is a bricolage of imagistic objectivity will not
do. The same man who wrote ‘Gerontion’ wrote The Waste Land, and a very
little analysis of Tiresias’s language is sufficient to show that not only is it
remarkably lacking in the kind of scientific objectivity which Zola, for example,
brought to such city novels as Thérése Raquin (1868), but that it is actually
deeply infected. At the very least we would have to say that such language
betrays the very alienation it purports to identify in others. It says something
about the politics of those critics who saw in The Waste Land a great diagnostic
poem of our century that this should not have worried them.

But perhaps they, like Eliot, may be said to have been badly shaken by the
events and aftermath of the Great War. It is difficult now to recapture just how
traumatic the shock of those four years must have been for Western civilization.
Yet we need to make the effort, for without it we will not understand the creation
and the impact of modern poetry and above all of The Waste Land. (In passing
I will note that it is not surprising that the poem caused far less of a stir among
poets in the United States, for whom the war had by and large meant
comparatively little. Hence, no doubt, Hart Crane’s remark that The Waste
Land was ‘good, of course, but so damn dead’.) It was not that the war lasted
longer than most people expected, though it did; it was that it changed things
so radically. By 1919 what James called ‘the record of the long, safe centuries’
had been smashed. This is alluded to in some haunting lines of Section 5 of The
Waste Land, “What the Thunder said’:

What is that sound high in the air
Murmur of maternal lamentation
Who are those hooded hordes swarming
Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth
Ringed by the flat horizon only
What is the city over the mountains
Cracks and reforms and bursts in the violet air
Falling towers
Jerusalem Athens Alexandria
Vienna London
Unreal
(Eliot, 1963, p. 77)
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George Seferis, the great Greek poet who came to know Eliot at a rather later
date, wrote that Eliot felt strongly ‘how paper-thin, how groundless, how
unreal and anarchic is, in fact, the order offered by the mechanical society of
today’ (1967, p. 154). Seferis’s use of the word ‘groundless’ is, T suspect,
meant to carry a good deal of metaphoric weight. There is no ground in
which to root contemporary civilization—that is his meaning. ‘Cracks and
reforms and bursts’: the crack of a rifle, of falling masonry, which may reform
but because of reforms—or revolutions—will do so only in broken shapes as
civilization bursts apart (from bursting shells, bursts of rhetoric): it is all there
as the ‘hooded hordes’ swarm on. The hordes are the barbarians, and they
had been anticipated in another great modern poem, C.P.Cafavy’s ‘Waiting
for the Barbarians’, although there they never arrive.

Were they to have done so, they would almost certainly have come from
the East. The uncivilized rough beast, in so far as it promised energy and
some form of vital renewal no matter how frightening, had been regularly
associated with primitive, Dionysian energies and, as Nietzsche had pointed
out, the god Dionysus came from the Middle East. The interest in primitivism
at the end of the nineteenth century has connections with, or can be used by,
those who focus their sense of the decadence of modern society on the city.
The primitive promises renewal as an alternative to the depleted stock of city
man. Cafavy’s poem was written in 1898, and its ending is deliberately
ambiguous:

And now, what’s to become of us without barbarians?
These people were some sort of a solution.
(trans. 1984, p. 15)

Twenty years later, it might be said that the barbarians had arrived, that Europe
was, in fact, given over to them, whether ‘they’ were the armies of the Russian
revolution, the German Spartacists, the Irish Nationalists, or, more generally,
the forces which had unleashed and been unleashed by the Great War, and as a
result of which the ancient ideal cities of Western culture had come crashing
down, leaving only decayed houses and the faceless swarms of modern, de-
individualized beings. Given this, it is not perhaps so surprising that Eliot should
read the contemporary world as inscribing a message of despair:

A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,
I had not thought death had undone so many.
(Eliot, 1963, p. 65)

This crowd of the unreal city may be the same as, or analogous to, the hooded
hordes.

From the rubble of The Waste Land, Eliot begins to reconstruct the idea of
order which he had come to Europe expecting, like his previous compatriots,
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to find. In this, too, he is central to modern poetry. Decayed houses are
exchanged for aged houses: for Burnt Norton and East Coker. The final
apotheosis of this is reached in the Four Quartets (1943) in Little Gidding, a
country chapel where ‘History is now and England’. The alternative to the
amorphous synchronicity of the city, where narrative is denied by the arbitrary
simultaneity of events, meetings and partings, is the diachronic reading of a
nation’s history as meaningful narrative. Needless to say, it is a narrative
from which hordes are absent or are present only to be subdued to the patterns
of reconciliation which this account of history always provides. In putting
Commonwealth against monarchy, Eliot writes

These men, and those who opposed them
And those whom they opposed
Accept the constitution of silence
And are folded in a single party.
(Eliot, 1963, p. 220)

The problem with this is that the ‘constitution of silence’ is simply imposed.
This is linguistic manipulation, and Eliot’s modernism insists on the propriety
of one kind of language only, from which all departures are to be seen as
desecrations of culture and social value. (‘O O O O that Shakespeherian Rag.’)
The heterogeneity of city life is condemned as chaos just as the inherent value
of other voices is denied. If you do the police in different voices it is only to
prevent them from speaking for themselves. Yet at the same time you give the
appearance of letting them condemn themselves out of their own mouths.
Like much modern poetry, The Waste Land is therefore essentially caricatural.
It is about the fear of others in a way Eliot could hardly have intended.

This fear is, I suggest, central to modern poetry, which wishes to impose
control and authority on a world seen to be tumbling into chaos. But the
mission to save civilization inevitably depends on an assumption that the
poet knows what civilization is and that others do not. To consult those others
would require that same poet to step out into the city streets without the pre-
determining fear or its concomitants which define modern poetry. That would
in its turn lead to a welcoming of heterogeneous voices, and a readiness to
incorporate them into poetry without caricatural intent. This is the way taken
by Auden. But it leads beyond the confines of modernism and beyond the
limits of this essay.
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BRITISH POETRY SINCE
1945: POETRY AND THE
HISTORICAL MOMENT

JOHN WILLIAMS

A poem floats adjacent to, parallel to, the historical moment. What happens to
us as readers when we board the poem depends upon the kind of relation it
displays toward our historical life.

(Seamus Heaney, The Government of the Tongue, 1988, p. 121)

Augustan literature may seem an unpromising point of reference from which
to initiate a review of British poetry since the last war; if we look back to the
immediate post-war years, however, there clearly did exist a conviction that
the Augustan, ‘Enlightenment’ model of classicism should be seriously studied
by contemporary poets. In Before the Romantics, an anthology published in
1946, Geoffrey Grigson celebrated ‘the lean and active verse...of the
Enlightenment, its active and strong habits of mind’, and attacked the ‘loose,
ugly, detestable, liquefying drivel” of neo-romantic, surrealist poets:
‘...remember that the Babel tower of Fonthill Abbey crashed, and that St.
Paul’s is still there’ ([1946] 1984, pp. ix—x). Wren’s classicism survived the
Blitz, the tower of Beckford’s late eighteenth-century Gothic mansion at
Fonthill collapsed almost as soon as it was finished.

Grigson’s views were shared by others, among them William Empson and
Donald Davie. Commenting on Empson’s ‘intellectualist’ distaste for
Romanticism, and Davie’s dislike of Imagism and Symbolism, Geoffrey
Thurley (1974) argues that such anxieties were misplaced. English poetry, he
claims, remained firmly in the grip of an ‘over-tidy sensibleness, a reliance
upon rationality’ (p. 2). ‘Sensibleness’ and ‘rationality’ suggest qualities
generally associated with the literary tradition to which Grigson appealed, a
tradition offering an appropriate discourse for a nation seeking consensus in
the course of a political identity crisis, while at the same time facing economic
chaos. In such conditions an emphasis on ‘control’ was bound to seem laudable,
as was ‘a language so perspicuous and so definite that it can be followed by
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everyone’. These qualities, Grigson claimed, were a product of ‘the
Enlightenment’s own belief in reason and uniform nature’ (p. x).

Enlightenment culture has arguably played a continuing role in shaping
the evolution of poetry since the war; to appreciate why, we should first
consider some of the ways in which the Augustan period marked the beginnings
of modern British society. Augustan taste in literature and the arts signified
the appropriation of a cultural model that could respond satisfactorily to
economic and political changes which were potentially productive of greater
material well-being, but at the same time tended to be worryingly divisive. A
new spirit of rational, empirical enquiry helped to create an intellectual and
scientific climate that subsequently fostered the industrial revolution and the
political reforms of the nineteenth century. It was also a time when the
accumulation of capital by significant sections of the middle classes threatened
to destabilize existing social structures. Augustan writers addressed themselves
in many respects to these new arbiters of taste and morality, mediating between
the old and the new worlds; they were a product of the new order, and therefore
had a vested interest in its success; but, in keeping with a literary tradition
rooted in Roman, classical antiquity, they also cultivated the virtues of common
sense and plain speaking in the face of a materialist ethos that threatened
complacency and corruption.

One important function of Augustan poetry, establishing itself in the wake
of the English Civil War, was the celebration of a national ‘British” identity.
Though the visual and literary image tended to be ideologically classicized,
that identity was necessarily, determinedly English. The Jacobite rising of
1745 was followed by a brutal military campaign to subjugate the Scottish
Highlands, while throughout the century the status of Ireland effectively
remained that of a colonial possession. The consequence of marginalizing
Scottish, Irish and Welsh poetry within emergent ‘British’ Augustan culture
still contributes significantly to the context within which twentieth-century
British poetry has evolved. In recent years the complexity of the situation has
increased with the advent of racial and cultural tensions of the kind reflected
in the work of poets such as James Berry, Nicki Jackowski, Grace Nicholls
and Linton Kwesi Johnson.

Augustan culture was also essentially metropolitan, the consequence of
which was a tendency to view with condescension (or suspicion) poetry
emanating from any other source. The pastime of patronizing ‘rural’ poets
was a familiar eighteenth-century phenomenon. Again, the emergence of
‘regional’ poetry in the twentieth century—Jack Clemo in Cornwall or the
Liverpool poets in the 1960s, more recently the work of Tony Harrison and
Douglas Dunn—has taken place within a set of assumptions about a British
poetic identity initially laid down in the eighteenth century.

Augustan cultural marginalization occurred as a part of the process of
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promoting an expedient, rationalized creed of political control; behind it
inevitably lurked the brutality of the Roman imperial model it invoked.
Contemporary writers remain conscious of this inheritance precisely because
Augustan cultural assumptions still tend to inform aspects of contemporary
British culture and society. Given the regional, class and ethnic instabilities of
Britain in the 1980s, most notably the government’s failure to win support in
Scotland and Wales and the continuing crisis in Northern Ireland, it is hardly
surprising that Howard Brenton’s play The Romans In Britain (1980) created
the political furore it did.

In his Foreword to The Cleaver Garden (1986), George MacBeth locates
the themes of cruelty and violence with which he deals in the context of
questionable ‘classical’ virtues, reflected variously in warfare, education and
architecture: ‘Roman discipline, which has ironed Europe, echoes in the girders
of St. Thomas’s Hospital as menacingly as in the plastered marbles of Highgate
Cemetery or along the pillared frontages of a hundred public schools’:

Thus it was always. Thus it may
Be still. The Roman prefects, and the sway
Of lashes make our brutal institutions pay.
(XX, II. 10-12)

Augustan aesthetic vision was essentially one of class-based political and
economic stability which fostered the rise of the bourgeoisie; it looked to the
natural world to reflect that vision—"Nature Methodiz’d’ as Pope put it in
1711 in the Essay on Criticism; in Grigson’s words, ‘uniform nature’.

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the romantic movement
challenged Augustan hegemony. Romanticism was in part a consequence of
the prospect of increasing political instability, and the intrusion of specific
and fundamental political issues into literature helped revive the concept of
poetry as a vehicle for enthusiastic, revolutionary ideas rather than as a means
of common-sense ironic deflation. Political enthusiasm was accompanied by
a resurgence of interest in spiritual experience as a fit subject for poetry. This
was signalled in part by an enthusiasm for gothic against classicism, and also
by the discovery of the inadequacy of nature when ‘Methodiz’d’ by man;
nature became a living, mysterious source for image, symbol and myth. But
though Romanticism effectively destroyed the dominance of Augustan culture
in Britain, it by no means obliterated it.

Matters of style and form are symptomatic, not fundamental to this debate.
British poetry after the Second World War reveals a continuing friction between
an Augustan ‘common-sense’ tradition and its romantic counterpart, a friction
seen specifically in the varying perceptions of the way in which the image
functions. Grigson recommended Augustan poetry as a literary device
controlled by a firm, unambiguous intent. Its images were a product of the
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poet’s learning and intellect which could be striking either for their aptness,
or indeed for their difference. In the latter case unambiguous meaning was
conveyed through controlled, ironic distancing. The poetic image thus becomes
admirable to the extent that it does what the poet requires of it, and no more.
The writing of poetry is a highly self-conscious act, where the poet addresses,
rather than identifies with, his subject.

Compared to this, the romantic image encourages the erosion of such
carefully ordered distinctions, and infinitely expands the possible functions
of poetry. The image may well expose and question a contrived, controlled
distance between the poem, its author, the poem’s subject and its readership.
The image, in effect, may claim a life and reality of its own, multiplying the
possible readings of the poem. It may encourage belief in a spiritual meaning
of some description beyond the immediate social and political context of the
poem, and the poet’s rational intellect. Anne Stevenson’s work (1987), for
example, owes much to the tradition of romantic nature poetry, while a
persistently self-analytical tendency often leads her to question Romanticism
as a male-oriented construct. Questioning the structures of her own poetic
discourse becomes an integral part of her exploration of gender distinction,
religious experience and response to landscape.

The poetry of Seamus Heaney reflects a similar awareness of the
complexities endemic to writing poetry in the twentieth century. As a self-
consciously Irish poet, he has used writing as an image of the traditionally
fraught relationship between the act of literary production and specific political
involvement: “The poet’s double responsibility to tell a truth as well as to
make a thing...” (1988, p. 135). The extent to which a poem, through the act
of composition, establishes an existence intellectually removed from an act
born of political commitment is repeatedly challenged. ‘Alphabets’, ‘From
the Frontier of Writing’, ‘A Daylight Art’ and ‘Parable Island’, are four
examples from The Haw Lantern (1987) where the titles alone suggest how
the poetry is subjecting itself to a scrutiny of the nature of its otherness. Such
self-scrutiny is seen in ‘From the Frontier of Writing’ where the estrangement
created by political interrogation is conflated with the experience of the
interrogating, concentratedly analytical writer:

and everything is pure interrogation

until a rifle motions and you move

with guarded unconcerned acceleration
(1987, p. 6)

The image of the pen as rifle is the opening gambit of ‘Digging’: ‘Between my
finger and my thumb/The squat pen rests; snug as a gun’ (1966, p. 13). Heaney
knows what it is to have to wait before the writing can begin ‘with guarded
unconcerned acceleration’.
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In ‘Casualty’ he employs an image of physical work (in this case fishing) to
convey the experience of the poet’s craft:

To get out early, haul
Steadily off the bottom,
Dispraise the catch, and smile
As you find a rhythm
Working you...

(1979, p. 24)

The stillness, the remoteness, the otherness of the poem contains within it an
intense activity. Like the pot Heaney contemplates in ‘Station Island’ (1984),
the poem possesses a ‘patient sheen and turbulent atoms’ (p. 87). The imagery
insists upon a reconciliation that seems impossible for his compatriot Derek
Mahon who, in ‘Rage for Order’ (1979), sees poetry and the poet hopelessly
cut off from the subject-matter of the troubles:

Somewhere beyond the scorched gable end and the burnt-out
buses
there is a poet indulging
his wretched rage for order
(IL. 1-4)

It was a ‘wretched rage for order’ that many poets searched for after the war,
emphasizing precision and rationality through their images, while frequently
ridiculing the multi-faceted complexities of Romanticism for ‘drenching with
confectionery/One image, one event’s hard outline’ (Amis, 1956, p. 44). D.].
Enright, Roy Fuller, Donald Davie and Kingsley Amis all adopted a
commonsense rhetoric, underpinning it with a formal poetic style. In “The
Interpreters’ (1956), Enright ironically deflates the modern critic:

Good lord, if a poet really meant what he said,
we should all be out of a job—why on earth
would he sing of the merely real?

(IL. 27-9)

Enright’s ironic reference to the ‘merely real’ is Augustan in its appeal to
common-sense values. What in fact emerges is poetry dismissed by Charles
Tomlinson as the product of a parochial ‘middle-class muse’ retreating ‘behind
the privet hedge’ ([1961] 1963, p. 471).

If the poetry that Tomlinson criticized was the fruit of a persistent
Augustanism, a more immediate inspiration was the impact that W.H.Auden
had had on British poetry since the 1930s. Auden’s influence was viewed
uneasily by Robert Conquest in his Introduction to New Lines (1956), an
influential anthology of post-war poetry whose contributors subsequently
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became known as the Movement poets. Conquest attacked poetry inspired,
as was Auden’s, by Freudian theories of the mind, and pointed approvingly to
‘the methods of Mr. William Empson in poetry’, identifying ‘eighteenth-century
forms’ in his verse with the admirable determination to maintain ‘a rational
structure and comprehensible language’ (Conquest, 1956, pp. xv—xvii). By
this time Auden, however, was considered a supreme craftsman, while his
deflationary use of idiomatic English established precisely the tone of ironic
common sense that the New Lines poets (Kingsley Amis, D.J.Enright, Roy
Fuller, Donald Davie, Philip Larkin) were said by Conquest to share.

What distinguished Auden from the majority of the New Lines poets was
his grasp of the nuances contained within his ironic discourse. Auden’s was a
genuinely disaffected, disinherited voice that reflected the social and cultural
confusion of the post-war years. In ‘Under Which Lyre’ (1946) ‘raw veterans’
returning to campus life find little reassurance when reunited with the clear-
sighted, intellectual, ‘metaphysical’ view of life that Grigson and Conquest
were recommending;:

Among bewildering appliances
For mastering the arts and sciences
They stroll or run,
And nerves that never flinched at slaughter
Are shot to pieces by the shorter
Poems of Donne.
(Auden, 1982, p. 178)

In ‘In Praise of Limestone’, a poem which significantly meditates upon a
classical Italian landscape, Auden maintains that there can be no single point
of cultural reference “Where something was settled once and for all’ (Auden,
1982, p. 186).

Two of the most successful poets to emerge from the immediate post-war
era were John Betjeman and Philip Larkin. Both poets cultivated personae
that tended to belie the seriousness of their intent. Betjeman (1980) expresses
his distaste for post-war England by describing it through images more properly
suited to romantic poetry. Yet the limited, ‘real’ world of suburban lives, loves
and architecture is his subject, and the imagery is constantly undercut; the
irony is one of despair only superficially rescued by humour, nostalgia and
technical perfection.

Similarly, Larkin’s subject is the world of everyday reality; middle-class,
dreary, profoundly pessimistic. ‘Dockery and Son’, first published in 1963,
closes on a characteristically lugubrious note:

Life is first boredom, then fear.
Whether or not we use it, it goes,
And leaves what something hidden from us chose,
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And age, and then the only end of age.
(Larkin, 1988, p. 153)

That which is ‘hidden from us’ remains hidden; any tendency to dispel the
gloomy prospect with mystical speculation is suppressed. In ‘Church Going’
(1954), which appeared in New Lines two years later, Larkin is as wary of
intellectuals as he is of religious mystics: ‘...the roof looks almost new—/Cleaned,
or restored? Someone would know: I don’t’ (1. 11-12). His apparent recognition
of the church as a ‘serious house’ (1. 55) is qualified by the image he uses for
that seriousness, a robe, an outer garment beneath which lies as ever the one
real certainty: ‘If only that so many dead lie round’ (Larkin, 1988, pp. 97-8).

What the Collected Poems (1988) of Larkin now illustrate is, by way of
contrast to the anti-intellectual tone he cultivated, the seriousness with which
he worked to perfect an art that encapsulated his uncompromisingly reductive
response to life. The social context in which Larkin wrote was one of profound
change, and with this in mind it is possible to explain his poetry partly in
terms of middle-class neuroses, looking with distaste on the crude display of
affluence by the working classes in “The Whitsun Weddings’ (1958), noting in
‘Self’s the Man’ (1958) the rise of consumerism, ‘the kiddies’ clobber and the
drier/-And the electric fire’ (1. 7-8), in every respect finding a society bent on
self-deception. His poetry operated as an ironic means of control, applying a
traditional leaven of common sense to what might otherwise destabilize both
the individual and society. In ‘Love Again’ (1979), his conflation of self-
knowledge with social comment is painfully revealed:

...but why put it into words?
Isolate rather this element

That spreads through other lives like a tree
And sways them on in a sort of sense
And say why it never worked for me.

(L. 11-15)

A vyear after Charles Tomlinson had complained that British poetry was
retreating behind the privet hedges of suburbia, A.Alvarez published his essay
‘The New Poetry, or Beyond the Gentility Principle’. Tomlinson’s dissatisfaction
with mainstream British poetry was primarily aesthetic, and his own work
reflected a continuing commitment to modernism. Alvarez’s objections, by
contrast, registered a lack of patience with the political unreality of ‘Movement’
poets: ‘...gentility is a belief that life is always more or less orderly, people
always more or less polite, their emotions and habits more or less decent and
more or less controllable’ ([1962] 1966, p. 25). Alvarez’s plea that the poet
‘should face the full range of his experience with his full intelligence’ (p. 28),
that he should ‘face the more uncompromising forces at work in our time’ (p.
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26), was in effect a plea on behalf of poets largely ignored since the war.
Alvarez concentrated primarily on male poets, but the list here should include
Edith Sitwell, Ruth Pitter and Stevie Smith, with George Barker, David
Gascoyne, Basil Bunting, and poets representing the marginalized areas of
British society—R.S.Thomas in Wales, Hugh MacDiarmid, Edwin Muir and
Kathleen Raine in Scotland.

Although no friend to the new wave of popular poetry that the 1960s was
producing, Alvarez was responding to symptoms of disaffection newly emerging
in British society; the campaign against nuclear armaments and the phenomenon
of a youth culture seemed to challenge everything that Grigson’s generation
stood for. Alvarez used Ted Hughes as chief protagonist for the new poetry of
the 1960s. He compared Hughes’s ‘A Dream of Horses’ with Larkin’s ‘At Grass’
to illustrate the way in which the former poet’s imagery created ‘a powerful
complex of emotions and sensations’ (p. 31) over against Larkin’s limited,
provincial response. He might equally have drawn attention to “The Horses’ by
Edwin Muir (1960, pp. 246-7). Alvarez’s discontent, still largely controlled by
an intellectually abstract response to social and political change, was, however,
to be rapidly overtaken by political events, specifically in Ireland.

The group of poets who came together in Belfast under the aegis of Philip
Hobsbawm in the early 1960s (Stewart Parker, Michael Longley, James Simmons,
Heaney and others) initiated a dialogue between poetry and politics that stood
in opposition to everything ‘Movement’/New Lines poetry had come to represent.
The specifically political context of this second renaissance in Irish poetry was
in due course augmented by Medbh McGuckian, and threw into clear relief the
conservatism of the English literary establishment. David Trotter (1984) argues
that the latter was in fact explicitly Tory, a reactionary tradition of poetry and
criticism which links ER.Leavis, Davie, Amis, C.H. Sisson and Michael Schmidt
of the Carcanet Press. In particular, Trotter specifies Schmidt’s advocacy of a
literature of ‘authority’, and Davie’s comments in the late 1960s that ‘good
writing depends on “the drive towards authority, the authoritative note and
tone”™ (p. 238). While immediate political issues do not in any precise way
define antagonisms within British poetry (Heaney, McGuckian and Tom Paulin
are examples of three very different Irish poets), they do reveal a continuing
debate inherent in modern society since the early eighteenth century.

Augustan poets, like those who in various ways sought to emulate them in
the twentieth century, were necessarily engaged in rewriting history, providing
a chronology that legitimized the social order they sought to confirm. In the
1960s and 1970s poets who represented disaffected sections of British society,
including the Liverpool trio of Roger McGough, Brian Patten and Adrian
Henri, were in a position to insist on a hearing. In consequence the ‘Augustan’
establishment version of history—how things had been and how they should
continue—came under attack. For George MacBeth (1986) history becomes
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the story of how Rome triumphed by destroying the histories of the vanquished.
For Kathleen Raine, David Jones and Geoffrey Hill the present is part of a
religious, cultural, political and geological continuum in which all time is
immanent. Our society becomes a complex structure of human experience
which—notably in Hill—tends to minimize the eighteenth century. Heaney’s
suggestion that the ritual murder practised by Iron Age bog people in Jutland
has an archetypal relevance to contemporary killings in Northern Ireland is a
further example of relocating historical significance.

Using imagery which blends physical signs of the distant past with its
continuing numinous presence, Ted Hughes also explores the relationship
between history and poetry. ‘Pike’ (1960) and ‘Ghost Crabs’ (1957) are well-
known examples; more recently ‘Saint’s Island’ (1986) pursues a similar theme:

(As if our lives were lichenous rock
Or a sleep of roots. Or a tin or sardines,
An apple, a watch, a thermos.)

(Hughes, 1986, p. 30)

There is a swift movement through these lines from the suitably impressive,
evocative images of existence out of time, ‘lichenous rock’ and ‘roots’, to a
seemingly random list of transient objects. The watch, thermos and sardine
tin are all debris indicative of a contemporary way of life designed to avoid
any encounter with naked reality; fish are preferred prepacked rather than
from the ocean, a comforting hot drink is kept close by, and we must always
keep an eye on the time. In Crow (1970) Hughes challenges the received
‘historical’ version of the way life is ordered by concocting a subversive creation
myth. R.S.Thomas (1986) has equally insisted on a subversive reading of
Welsh history while accepting that there remains a ritualistic acceptance of
the official line. It has become, however, a gruesome dance of death:

There’s a man still farming at Ty’n-y-Fawnog,
Contributing grimly to the accepted pattern,
The embryo music dead in his throat.

(‘The Welsh Hill Country’, 1l. 16-18)

In the Preface to The Anathemata (1952), a vast, fragmentary free verse
meditation which includes passages of lyrical prose, David Jones explains
that he is investigating the apparent incompatibility of a world of ‘myths’,
and a world of ‘formulae’ (p. 17). The poet’s problem is a ‘situational’ one,
‘born into a given historic situation’ (p. 22). For Jones, political and social
history are intertwined with geological change in a way which brushes aside
official histories written to suit a specific time, and a specific cultural bias.
Jones writes within the context of a mystic tradition in British poetry which
is traceable back to Blake and beyond, and which latterly includes poetry by
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Mary Casey (1981) where a rigorous control of spare free verse succeeds in
liberating the numinous quality of human experience. Meaning is not achieved
through rational, ‘perspicuous’ language, yet the vision is clear and
uncompromising, and in a very specific sense physical:

rhythm is proportion

progress of pilgrim hours

advance to prepared attainment

a journey for the feet

(‘Nothing Is Without A Part In Soul’, 1l. 1-4)

What these poets offer is in part what Geoffrey Hill (1985) has described as
‘decreation’ (‘Pavana Dolorosa’, l. 8), a dismantling of the rational empiricism
of our dominant Enlightenment cultural tradition, to reveal in its place a
much older Christian tradition of thought:

...Poetry
Unearths from among the speechless dead

Lazarus mystified, common man
Of death.
(‘History As Poetry’, 1. 3-6)

A significant factor in deconstructing post-war, neo-Augustan orthodoxy has
been the recognition of women poets, part of a much more comprehensive
process of rewriting history. The variety of work here is immense. In many
respects Carol Rumens (1987) has close affinities with Larkin in her ironic
observations of suburban detail. But in, for example, ‘Coming Home’, the
fact that it is a woman’s voice provides a new perspective to the otherwise
predictable conclusion:

We chug towards our own front door
anxiously, seeing as if for the first time
how tight the plot that locks us in,
how small our parts, how unchosen.
(IL. 21-4)

Elizabeth Bartlett (1983) also shares something of Larkin’s concern for grim
reality, but she combines this with a vitality reminiscent of Sylvia Plath; she is
certainly not tempted into the tone of lugubrious solemnity that Larkin could
sustain so effectively. Fleur Adcock (1983) has been one of the most successful
poets to write on specifically feminist themes; more recently Carol Ann Duffy
(1987) has emerged as a poet capable of an impressively wide range of work,
revealing the inadequacies of language where meaning is controlled by
assumptions rooted in such things as gender (‘Psychopath’), village life (‘Model
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Village’) and polite discourse (‘Mouth, With Soap’). Feminist issues are by no
means the preserve of women poets, however, and Alan Brownjohn (1988)
has shown a sensitivity to issues very similar to those explored by Dulffy.

Sylvia Plath (19635) exposed the hypocrisy of the classical idealization of
feminine ‘perfection’ through her deft use of line length:

The woman is perfected.
Her dead

Body wears the smile of accomplishment,
The illusion of a Greek necessity...
(‘Edge’, 11. 1-4)

Equally conscious of the consequences of a classical cultural tradition, Irene
Fekete (1971) comments on the insufficiencies of a notion of beauty and
fulfilment in ‘Palladian Lament’, where ‘Containment is all’ (I. 21). The
interweaving of gender, class, race and political divisiveness has presented a
particularly strong challenge to the tradition of ‘containment’. Poets like
Barbara Burford, Lindsay Macrae and Nicki Jackowski approach the issues
with an often conscious effort to avoid or deflate conventional poetic devices,
while Libby Houston (1986), in ‘Childe Roland takes on the dark tower one
more time’, makes a witty reference to the male dominated literary heritage
with which such poetry has to contend.

By way of contrast to these disaffected and dissenting voices, there continues
a body of work which in a variety of ways bears the stamp of the Enlightenment
ideal. Largely as a result of a professional marketing campaign in the late
1970s, a school of poetry formed around the work of Craig Raine and
Christopher Reid, taking as its exemplar Raine’s ‘A Martian Sends a Postcard
Home’ (1979). Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion describe the distinguishing
features of this ‘new spirit in British poetry’ in their 1982 edition of The
Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry; they include ‘a preference for
metaphor and poetic bizarrerie to metonymy and plain speech’ (p. 12). It is
above all a highly intellectual poetry, generally dismissive of the numinous,
describing reality with metaphysical inventiveness. Before becoming a fully-
fledged ‘Martian’, Raine had already been dubbed the ‘metaphor man’ (Trotter,
1984, p. 249). While the ‘Martian’ phenomenon was clearly a hype, there is
important and interesting work being done by the poets associated with this
group. Like many Movement poets before them, most ‘Martians’ would prefer
to be taken on their own merits. Larkin, Thom Gunn and Elizabeth Jennings
resented being defined in the way they were; ‘Martians’ find themselves often
unfairly stereotyped as practitioners of superficial metaphoric pyrotechnics.

In general, though, the appearance of Raine, Reid, James Fenton, Hugo
Williams and others as influential poets (Raine is the Faber poetry editor) is
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symptomatic of a continuing Augustan sensibility. The ‘traditional’ subjects for
poetry, Blake Morrison claimed in 1987, ‘...a lover or spouse...a particular
place...society at large...God’, have been abandoned in favour of ‘the
relationship with parents’ (p. 179). What this at once alerts us to, as Alan
Robinson (1988) has pointed out, is the general mistrust this group has ‘of the
politicisation of poetry’ (p. 17), though inevitably the political world impinges
on their work. In “Travelling’, Penelope Shuttle (1980) epitomizes the way these
poets use their craft as a sophisticated means of evasion: ‘Darkness grows up in
black clusters around me/But I step back from that edge’ (1. 38-9).

It is by no means coincidental that Morrison chose to head his essay of
1987 on ‘Contemporary British Poetry’ with a quotation from Pope: T am
more certain that it is a duty of nature to preserve a good parent’s life and
happiness, than I am of any speculative point whatever’ (p. 179). Naming
domesticity as a central feature of contemporary poetry effectively defines
in very specific ways the poet’s responsibility. In ‘One Life’ by Andrew
Motion (1982), the news on the radio is ignored in favour of scientific study.
The latter part of this poem, however, suggests that such loss of contact
with the outside world can lead to an unhealthy isolation damaging to
personal relationships. Michael Hoffman, Hugo Williams and James Fenton
have all written impressively around the subject of isolation and loneliness,
born in part from their determination to keep at bay a romantic or numinous
sense of history. In Fenton’s ‘A Vacant Possession’ (1982) we have a
reenactment of Penelope Shuttle’s response to the romantic lure of distant
parts:

...Shall T go down?

I hear my name called, peer over the bannister
And remember something I left in my bedroom.
(1. 51-3)

Morrison’s chosen theme of poetry as a “filial art” enables him to incorporate
Heaney, Douglas Dunn and Tony Harrison in his essay. These are certainly
poets for whom family roots are important, but in seeking to ‘domesticate’
them in this way, Morrison minimizes the significance of their achievement.
Douglas Dunn (1971) and Tony Harrison (1987) have both experienced the
kind of social mobility that educational opportunities have made increasingly
possible since the war. Both relentlessly question the experience. In some
respects they see themselves as traitors to the working class, particularly in
the light of the political climate that established itself in the 1980s. Both feel
alienated from the cultural milieu in which they now work; though they believe
in poetry, they do not believe in the dominant cultural context in which it still
operates despite recent gestures made by anthologies of working-class,
homosexual, Caribbean and feminist poetry.
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Harrison’s ‘v’ is a tour de force of class-based social and political
frustration. The poem embraces the foul language of vandals ‘pissed’ on
lager, and so insists on a literal, ‘real’ representation of a particular type,
while formally it remains tightly controlled; and even while the expletives
are tumbling out, the poet enters into a wholly unrealistic dialogue with a
hooligan spraying graffiti on his family tombstone. We are continually being
skilfully relocated, moving from the literary territory of a recognizable poem
to Leeds cemetery, then to a contrived, theatrical set where it becomes possible
for the vandal to match—albeit in his own terms—Harrison’s demand for a
reflective discourse.

Where ‘Martian’ poetry has undoubtedly created a stir within academic
literary circles, it was the proposed televised version of v’ that captured the
attention of the general public following protests in the House of Commons
by morally outraged Members of Parliament. This in itself is of course no
absolute guarantee of quality, but given that the underlying reason for the
protest was probably Harrison’s powerful, measured, unhysterical indictment
of Thatcherite Britain, it was an illustration of the way contemporary poetry
can move out into the sphere of public political debate and begin to function
at the centre of society, rather than on an academic periphery:

These Vs are all the versuses of life

from LEEDS v. DERBY, Black/White

and (as P'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...

(1. 65-72)

Throughout the poem Harrison reveals a resonant awareness of the literary
models that have contributed to his development as a poet. The effect is partly
ironic, but it also suggests that the legacy of English culture has its uses, even
if they are not always what we might suppose them to be. Wordsworth is
present as more than a name on one of the gravestones; the line “Will Earth
run out of her “diurnal courses™’ alludes to one of his most poignantly elegiac
Lyrical Ballads, while Gray’s Elegy is recalled most specifically by Harrison’s
composition of his own elegy for the final stanza.

In a period now of increasing political polarization, in a society at its most
divided since the war, there would seem to exist a situation where what has
for long been considered the most rarefied and remote literary form is moving
steadily nearer to the centre of political and social life.
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CONTEMPORARY
AMERICAN POETRY

THOMAS GARDNER

Any attempt at an overview of recent American poetry must begin with the fact
that it follows, and defines itself in relation to, the work of Yeats, Pound, Eliot,
H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), Williams and Stevens. Whether repeating, refining or
revising that achievement, no contemporary poet, as Helen Vendler remarks,
can ‘quite take the work of the great modernists for granted.... When the history
of the relation between the two halves of the twentieth century is written, the
second half will be seen...to be a long critique of the first, as well as a long
absorption of it’ (19835, pp. 3—4). A number of solid attempts at that history
have appeared in recent years, most describing a series of swerves away from
and back towards the audacity of modernist attempts to link language and
experience. James E.B.Breslin, for example, begins his history of contemporary
poetry at mid-century, when ‘The moderns were haunting figures, at once
inaccessibly distant and omnipresent...they had pre-empted the revolutionary
possibilities of their successors’. Quoting Randall Jarrell—How can poems be
written that are more violent, more disorganized, more obscure...than those
that have already been written?’—Breslin suggests the inheritance must have
seemed both intimidating and extreme (1983, pp. 2-3).

If Pound proposed that an image ‘presents an intellectual and emotional
complex in an instant of time’, or Eliot defined an objective correlative as ‘a
set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of [a]
particular emotion’, the first generation to follow these poets, as Breslin sees
it, domesticated the powerful (and generative) contradictions of such strategies
by shying away from their extremes. In place of Eliot’s grinding lament that
despite his desire to fix emotions, “Words strain,/Crack and sometimes break
under the tension, slip, slide, perish,/Decay with imprecision, will not stay in
place’ (1963, p. 180), we find in the 1950s what Breslin calls an easy ‘verbal
conjuring, a series of light, quick, beautiful changes...[reminding us] that the
poem, while creating the illusionary presence of “mastery”, remains a fictive
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construct’ (1983, p. 35). A release from modernist tensions was accomplished,
this suggests, by swerving away from their ambitious attempts to shatter and
re-present the world, settling for a carefully made ‘construct’. By the late
1950s and early 1960s, Breslin continues, such a poetry seemed, in its lightness,
to have deliberately reduced its engagement with the world. A second swerve
followed. Attempting to ‘reground art in temporal immediacy’ (p. 54), such
poets as Allen Ginsberg, Denise Levertov, James Wright and Frank O’Hara
once again made bold claims for the reach of their art. ‘Extending their medium
toward a world of independent objects in temporal flux’, these writers came
to see poetry as a series of attempts ‘to find new ways of binding form and
flux so that temporality will not seem to have been violated” (pp. 262, 60). As
the emphasis suggests, this second swerve purchased its sense of immediacy
by sliding attention away from the ‘binding’ involved in its creation.

The next shift, predictably, occurred as the ‘open poetics’ of the 1960s
settled into a kind of orthodoxy, inadvertently pointing out the series of issues
it had attempted to set aside. Charles Altieri picks up this part of the history,
describing the situation of American poets in the 1970s for whom the work
of these powerful predecessors, ‘seeking to make the poem a testament to
new ontological or psychological frameworks’, had begun to seem ‘illusionistic’
and ‘based on elaborate adventures of immediate discovery’ (Altieri, 1984, p.
36). Unavoidably aware of the evasions and duplicities within language which
shape all ‘terms we might apply to the self or to intimate experience’, many
American poets of the 1970s, according to Altieri, refused to allow themselves
the illusion of seeming to bind without violating. Avoiding claims of mastery
or sudden insight in favour of ‘nontheatrical, personal voices recording a
moment of “poetic excitement” or “heightened sensitivity” grounded in and
explained by a specific event’, such poets, in refusing to overreach, once again
moved away from any need wholeheartedly to confront the basic tensions
underlying their use of the language (p. 22).

Altieri suggests, near the end of his study and at length in a recent article,
that the stronger poets of the 1970s have refused such strategies, opting instead
for a poetry by which we might more fully ‘engage ourselves in what the
language does’ (in Lazer, 1987, p. 50). ‘Giving full play to the energies, tensions,
and duplicities that enter into the artist’s constructive acts’, the work of such
poets as John Ashbery, Adrienne Rich and Robert Creeley “fully elaborates its
medium’ by deliberately exemplifying and allowing itself to reflect upon the
full range of tensions inherent in making and shaping the world (pp. 42, 43).
Taking us full circle, Altieri claims that such attention to ‘the linguistic situation
of a reflective, writing presence’ is actually a return to ‘the possible powers
we now tend to overlook in Modernist poetry’ (p. 31)—particularly that
poetry’s ability to engage larger issues by putting into play both its attempts
and its acknowledged failures to grasp the world.
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Responding to the larger shifts of the last four decades, Breslin and Altieri
make what seem to me to be convincing histories of the period. But, I suggest
in what follows, another sort of history could be written that stresses not the
swerves of decade to decade but the period’s continuous rediscovery and
rephrasing of poetry’s inevitable confrontation with its own ‘materiality and
opacity’ (Vendler, in Lazer, 1987, p. 215). That is, acknowledging with Altieri
the ‘possible powers’ set in tension early in the century, might we not read a
series of crucially self-reflective poems and sketch a set of shared concerns
and strategies by which that generative swirl has kept its full force?

Take, for example, a poem published by Elizabeth Bishop in 1955—°At
the Fishhouses’. It begins with just the sort of careful description we are told
to look for in work of that decade:

Although it is a cold evening,

down by one of the fishhouses

an old man sits netting,

his net, in the gloaming almost invisible,

a dark purple brown,

and his shuttle worn and polished.

The air smells so strong of codfish

it makes one’s nose run and one’s eyes water.
(Bishop, 1983, p. 64)

This is description of a peculiar sort, however, for what this scene presents us
with—the cold, the dark and the overpowering smell about to render the old
man, his worn shuttle and his tattered net ‘invisible®—is a question everywhere
alive for Bishop: acknowledging the inevitable erasure of the nets we use to
describe and master the world, why go on working them? That such a question
prompts both the opening ‘although’ of the poem and its patient descriptive
weave is reinforced by the next swing of her eye:

The five fishhouses have steeply peaked roofs
and narrow, cleated gangplanks slant up
to storerooms in the gables
for the wheelbarrows to be pushed up and down on.
All is silver: the heavy surface of the sea,
swelling slowly as if considering spilling over,
is opaque, but the silver of the benches,
the lobster pots, and masts, scattered
among the wild jagged rocks,
is of an apparent translucence
like the small old buildings with an emerald moss
growing on their shoreward walls.
(p. 64)
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What we notice first is that the domination of the dark, cold, overpowering
air has been picked up by the ‘heavy surface’ of the ‘opaque’ sea. Like the
evening, the swelling sea both displays its temporarily checked potential to
erase the things of the shore (it is ‘considering spilling over’) and has scattered
about it what, in this light, could be taken as traces of its previously having
done so: the benches, pots and masts rendered silver and translucent by the
apparently corrosive effects of the sea’s heavier, swelling silver. The fishhouses
themselves—numbered, in focus, and, all slants and peaks, drawn as a series
of load-bearing vectors—seem opposed to the threat of dissolution. The eye
greedily lights on them, only to notice—nudged by Bishop’s almost silent
revision of herself—that these same buildings, by the end of the passage above,
have become ‘small old buildings’ of an equally eroded translucence: walled
now with ‘an emerald moss’ only a fool would cleat or climb. Bishop’s initial
description of the fishhouses, that is to say, suffers the same forceful erasure
predicted for the scene’s fragile nets, pots and masts.

Why do that? Why would a poet committed to description begin with an
acknowledgment of limitation? Begin, more than that, by slyly miming the
breakdown of descriptive mastery? This poem, like the others we will be
examining, answers by demonstrating new ways language can move once its
fragility has been acknowledged and wholeheartedly embraced. Turning her
ordering eye toward the threatening sea, letting it follow a ‘long ramp/
descending into the water’, Bishop records this confrontation:

Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,
element bearable to no mortal,
to fish and to seals...One seal particularly
I have seen here evening after evening.
He was curious about me. He was interested in music;
like me a believer in total immersion,
so I used to sing him Baptist hymns.
I also sang ‘A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.
He stood up in the water and regarded me
steadily, moving his head a little.
Then he would disappear, then suddenly emerge
almost in the same spot, with a sort of shrug
as if it were against his better judgment.
Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,
the clear gray icy water...
(p. 65)

Twice, Bishop attempts to edge down that ramp and describe the sea, only to
break off in ellipses. As with the torn net and the peaked fishhouses, her words
seem to shatter, rendered invisible and unstable by an ‘absolute’ beyond the
grasp of ‘mortals’. But—here is her version of why one would insist on
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acknowledging the weightlessness of words before weaving them—a new sort
of language, language that resists its own dreams of containment and seizure,
fills the gap opened by those hesitations. And fills it—we see in the joke about
baptism, appropriate hymns, and a shrugging seal—with a confession (total
immersion is an impossible dream) that calls attention to something else as
well: that which cannot be accommodated, but which, while remaining outside
and other, has been lightly and intimately involved with the words it silences.
This poem—neither assenting with a wink to the illusionary nature of language
nor backing away from the attempt to make contact with what is outside of
it—suggests that by foregrounding the problems involved in using language
one might ride its inevitable erasure toward a different sort of involvement. As
Altieri would have it, such a poem elaborates possibilities within the medium.

Whereas an awareness of language’s materiality leads Bishop to a study of
its fragility, it involves a poet such as Theodore Roethke, absorbed with the
problem of self-portraiture, with another sort of mismatch. Convinced that one
shapes a self through embracing a medium, Roethke, in his strongest poem
‘North American Sequence’, names the sea as a possible medium to rouse the
self to awareness. At the same time, and quite deliberately, he stresses the
impossibility of such a desire. Although the poem begins by longing to break
out of a state in which ‘the spirit fails to move forward,/But shrinks into a half-
life, less than itself” (Roethke, 1966, p. 187), Roethke’s first attempt to enter
and embrace the sea becomes, curiously, a demonstration of hesitancy.
‘Meditation at Oyster River’, the second poem of the sequence, begins with
Roethke sitting on a rock at the edge of a bay, the mouth of a river at his back.
The world around him steadily increases in activity; ‘the first tide-ripples” move
towards where he waits, but when ‘one long undulant ripple’ breaks through
the barrier of small stones before him, he responds by retreating: ‘T dabble my
toes in the brackish foam sliding forward,/Then retire to a rock higher up on
the cliff-side’ (p. 190). This dramatized failure, like Bishop’s erasure of her first
description of the fishhouses, is a way of deliberately stressing the difficulty of
such an embrace. Self and medium, for this poet, never become the same. ‘The
self persists like a dying star/In sleep, afraid’, he writes—afraid that in giving
itself totally to the sea it would be erased and only the sea expressed. Instead,
Roethke proposes, one might insist on the difference between them, then follow
out the problems posed by this mismatch. And that contact, Roethke suggests,
the self both distinguishing itself from and engaging itself with the medium,
prompts a new sort of movement of the sleeping spirit.

In ‘Opyster River’, for example, Roethke’s acknowledgement that he cannot
be the same as the swirling currents drives him to create a series of images
expressing that failed longing. ‘I shift on my rock, and I think’, he writes: first
of a ‘trembling...Michigan brook in April,/Over a lip of stone, the tiny rivulet’,
then of a ‘wrist-thick cascade tumbling from a cleft rock’, and finally of the
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Tittebawasee River, poised ‘between winter and spring,/When the ice melts
along the edges in early afternoon./And the midchannel begins cracking and
heaving from the pressure beneath’ (p. 191). Such images, I would suggest,
work with and enter the medium indirectly, with no claim to a full embrace.
And yet, writes Roethke, through that limited engagement, ‘the spirit runs,
intermittently,/In and out of the small waves’ (p. 192). Other poems in the
sequence construct what Roethke calls ‘rehearsals’ or ‘detours’ in response to
the questions he raises about his ability to embrace the sea directly, those detours
playing out the problems inherent in the act of using a medium and thereby
constructing a richer, more tentative way of speaking. But although a kind of
moving self is created, Roethke is careful to insist, in the last poem of the
sequence, that he has done so only indirectly. In contrast to the sea rose which
‘Stays in its true place’, rooted in stone, yet also unfolds its petals, extends its
tendrils, and drops down to the waves—‘Moving with the waves, the undulating
driftwood’ (p. 203)—Roethke notes that his constructs have kept him ‘far from
the crash/Of the long swell,/The oily, tar-laden walls /Of the toppling waves’.
Rather than claiming that ‘another man appeared out of the depth of my being,/
AndIstood outside myself,/Beyond becoming and perishing,/A something wholly
other’ (p. 205), Roethke has faced that failure and created, in his examination
of the medium, something smaller and more nuanced:

I sway outside myself

Into the darkening currents,

Into the small spillage of driftwood,

The waters swirling past the #iny headlands.
(p. 202, my italics)

Where Roethke uses the acknowledged gap between hi